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Abstract
In recent years, restorative justice (RJ) has been used by the criminal justice
system to provide an alternative to punishment and retribution in response to crime.
Restorative justice’s response to crime requires all parties affected or involved in the
crime to come together to repair the harm done to the victim. The parties involved or
affected include victim, offender, family, and community. Many schools have considered
restorative justice as alternative to suspension and a way to build school community. The
purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of school faculty participating in
professional development on restorative practices (RP). Data were collected from the
staff making up four focus group teams. The staff were selected from four school teams.
The school level represented were Pre-k-2, Pre-k-6 & 8 and Grades 9-12. Several
interrelated findings were identified as result of this study. The goals of RP are not in
alignment with the primary goals and structure of schools. Misalignment of goals and
purpose creates implementation challenges. The research participants acknowledged
pockets of RP success within and between schools. However, success was mired with
perceived barriers such as the frustrations of absent leadership, competing priorities,
voluntary professional development, buy-in challenges, inconsistent implementation and
school grade level configuration. These interrelated challenges informed the formulation
of several recommendations regarding the implementation of RP. Restorative practices
requires the support and participation of leadership at the highest possible level. Staff
need to be reassured that academics/ assessment and social emotional growth are equally
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important school goals. Leadership reassurance needs to be demonstrated through a
commitment of time and resources for professional development. Successful
implementation requires more than the use of common language. Success implementation
requires a common understanding.

vi

Table of Contents
Dedication .......................................................................................................................... iii
Biographical Sketch ........................................................................................................... iv
Abstract ............................................................................................................................... v
Table of Contents .............................................................................................................. vii
List of Tables ..................................................................................................................... xi
List of Figures ................................................................................................................... xii
Chapter 1: Introduction ....................................................................................................... 1
What is Restorative Justice?........................................................................................... 1
School Safety and Climate ........................................................................................... 13
Problem Statement ....................................................................................................... 13
Theoretical Rationale for Restorative Justice .............................................................. 14
Statement of Purpose.................................................................................................... 18
Research Questions ...................................................................................................... 19
Significance of Study ................................................................................................... 20
Definitions of Terms .................................................................................................... 21
Chapter Summary......................................................................................................... 22
Chapter 2: Review of the Literature.................................................................................. 27
Introduction .................................................................................................................. 27
Disproportionality in School Discipline ...................................................................... 27
Disproportionate Number of Disciplinary Referrals .................................................... 28

vii

Initial Referral and Administrator Action Process ....................................................... 29
Subjectively Defined Behaviors ................................................................................... 29
Implicit Bias/Racial Stereotypes .................................................................................. 30
Discretionary Disciplinary Action ............................................................................... 32
Black Girls ................................................................................................................... 33
Alternative Argument................................................................................................... 34
Structural Factors ......................................................................................................... 36
Collateral Impact .......................................................................................................... 38
School Dropouts ........................................................................................................... 38
Community Impact ...................................................................................................... 39
The Feeling of Safety ................................................................................................... 40
Authoritative School Climate....................................................................................... 41
Impact of Restorative Practice in Schools ................................................................... 43
Teacher and Student Experiences ................................................................................ 43
Impact of Restorative Circles ....................................................................................... 44
Framing Restorative Justice ......................................................................................... 45
Summary ...................................................................................................................... 50
Chapter 3: Research Design Methodology ....................................................................... 53
Introduction .................................................................................................................. 53
Research Context ......................................................................................................... 53
Research Participants ................................................................................................... 55
Consent/Confidentiality Assurance.............................................................................. 56
Data Collection Instruments......................................................................................... 56

viii

Procedures for Data Collection and Analysis .............................................................. 58
Procedures .................................................................................................................... 61
Summary of Methodology ........................................................................................... 62
Chapter 4: Results ............................................................................................................. 63
Introduction .................................................................................................................. 63
Participants ................................................................................................................... 64
Data Analysis and Findings ......................................................................................... 66
Theme 1- Building Relationships................................................................................. 68
Theme 2 – Hearing All Voices .................................................................................... 70
Theme 3- Providing an Alternative .............................................................................. 72
Theme 4 - Common Understanding. ............................................................................ 77
Theme 2 -The Lack of Time ........................................................................................ 86
Themes 3 - Lack of Consistency .................................................................................. 88
Professional Development Documents Review ........................................................... 91
Chapter Summary......................................................................................................... 94
Chapter 5: Discussion ....................................................................................................... 97
Introduction .................................................................................................................. 97
Implications of the Findings ........................................................................................ 98
Limitations of the Study ............................................................................................. 111
Recommendations for Future Research ..................................................................... 111
Recommendations for Practice .................................................................................. 112
Summary and Conclusion .......................................................................................... 113
References ....................................................................................................................... 122

ix

Appendix A ..................................................................................................................... 137
Appendix B ..................................................................................................................... 138
Appendix C ..................................................................................................................... 140
Appendix D ..................................................................................................................... 142
Appendix E ..................................................................................................................... 143
Appendix F...................................................................................................................... 144

x

List of Tables
Item

Title

Page

Table 3.1

Suspension Summary – District Data Score Card

54

Table 4.1

Demographic-School Focus Group Team

65

Table 4.2

Pseudonyms Names of School and Participants

65

Table 4.3

Years in Position -School Focus Group Teams

66

Table 4.4

Themes & Subthemes for Research Question 1

67

Table 4.5

Themes & Subthemes for Research Question 2

82

xi

List of Figures
Item

Title

Figure 1.1

Social Discipline Window. Adapted by Paul McCold and Ted

Figure 1.2

Page

Wachtel (IIRP)

16

Figure 1.2.Relationship Window (Vaandering 2013.)

19

xii

Chapter 1: Introduction
What is Restorative Justice?
In recent years, restorative justice (RJ) has been used by the criminal justice
system to provide an alternative to punishment and retribution in response to crime
(Mongold & Edward 2014). Restorative justice is defined as a balanced focus of the
actions of the criminal offenders, victims, and the community that is employed to repair
harm, or strengthen relationships (Ryan & Ruddy, 2015). An important element of RJ is
to encourage input from victims to inform reparation by the offender. RJ encourages the
offender to empathize and make reparations with the victim. Empathizing and making
reparations gives the offender the opportunity to reconnect to the victim and community
(Ryan & Ruddy, 2015). Restorative practices are intended as a response to a wrong by
creating a bridge to bring all parties together and increases the likelihood for healing
(Ryan & Ruddy, 2015). The core principles of RJ are to repair harm and build
relationships within the community (Ryan & Ruddy, 2015).
Traditionally, the role of the criminal justice system is to punish the offenders’
bad actions with little input from the victims (Christie, 1977). This is a punitive approach
that does not encourage the offender to empathize with the victim or understand the
consequences of the offending actions. However, punitive approaches fail to incorporate
the perspective of victims, thus denying him or her the opportunity to repair the harm and
create a deeper level of healing. This retribution response to crime creates a
disconnection between the offenders, victims and the community (Ryan & Ruddy, 2015).
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The history of restorative justice. The ideas and principles of RJ have roots in
the traditions and cultures of ancient indigenous people around the world (Mirsky, 2004).
In many indigenous cultures, there is a collective responsibility of the people living in the
community to build and repair the relationship within the community via face-to-face
conferences (Boyes-Watson, 2008). In recent history, several individuals played a
prominent role in the evolution of RJ. Eglash (1958) coined the term restorative justice,
distinguishing it from retributive justice and distributive justice. In 1990, Zehr proposed
a theory of RJ, suggesting it was an alternative lens for viewing and thinking about crime
and justice (Dorne, 2007). Zehr suggested that crime and justice could be viewed through
a “retributive lens” or “restorative lens” (Zehr, 1990, p. 271). Looking through the
retributive lens, crime is viewed as an offense against the state (Johnstone & Van Ness,
2007); crime is understood relative to the states’ laws rather than victims’ experiences; it
is the state rather than the victim(s) that holds the wrongdoer accountable. It is through
the retributive lens that Christie argued that the state “steals” (Christie, 1977, p. 4)
conflict from its rightful owners, the community, and the victim harmed by the offense.
On the other hand, through a RJ lens, crime is viewed as an offense against people
and relationships (Johnstone & Van Ness, 2007). Crime is the harm to social
relationships. Looking at crime and justice through the RJ lens allows one to see the
impact of crime and the importance of repairing the harm created between persons rather
than against the state (Johnstone &Van Ness, 2007). Therefore, RJ is considered a
relational approach that prioritizes human needs rather than the needs of the state
(Sullivan & Tifft, 2006).
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School and the criminal justice system. Some researchers have postulated that
schools have a disciplinary structure that is in alignment with the criminal justice system,
creating a “school-to-prison-pipeline” (Kang-Brown, Trone, Fratello, & Daftary-Kapur,
2013). The connection of schools to the criminal justice system is reflected in the
hierarchical structure of schools, which demands compliance and obedience to laws, rules
and punishment (Green, 1990). Historically, the goals of public schools have been to
develop habits of conformity, discipline, and morality that were necessary for working in
an industrial society (Green, 1990). Harber and Sakade (2009) found the structure of
control and compliance to be deeply embedded in school culture despite the efforts over
time to change the culture of schools to embrace critical thinking and consciousness.
The adoption of a zero-tolerance policy (ZTP) by schools is an example of
schools continuing to implement practices employed by the criminal justice system. In
1972, ZTP was declared and enacted within the criminal justice system in response to a
perceived crime wave in the United States (Ben-Moshe, Chapman, & Carey, 2014).
Implementation of this policy correlated with the United States leading the world in mass
incarceration (Ben-Moshe et al., 2014). Additionally, the implementation of ZTP has
resulted in Blacks and individuals of low socioeconomic status disproportionately
represented in the prison population (Haney, 2010). ZTP requires anyone in authority to
adhere to strict predetermined punishment in response to a crime.
ZTP was adopted in schools when Congress passed the Gun-free Schools Act in
1994 (Cerrone, 1999). This law was enacted in response to school shootings and the
growing perceptions that schools were becoming unsafe (Mayer & Furlong 2010).
Although the law was passed to combat drug and weapon possession in schools, it soon
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was utilized to respond to minor school offenses (Cerrone, 1999). This resulted in ZTP
being applied in 94% of U.S. public schools (Skiba, Horner, Chung, Rausch, May, &
Tobin, 2011).
Impact of exclusionary disciplinary practices. The American Academy of
Pediatrics (AAP) described the effectiveness of exclusionary disciplinary practices as
increasingly questionable (American Academy of Pediatrics [AAP], 2013). Studies have
shown that the implementation of exclusionary disciplinary practices such as ZTP has
resulted in a decrease in students’ engagement, low academic performance, an increase in
behavioral challenges, and an increase in dropout rates. A study conducted by Balfanz,
Byrnes, and Fox (2014) showed that each additional suspension decreased the odds of a
student graduating from high school by 20%. The evidence depicting the harmful effects
of zero tolerance policy has led to an outcry for change, particularly as it is related to
Blacks, Hispanics, Native Americans and students with disabilities (Losen & Gillespie,
2012). Studies show that Blacks, Hispanics, Native Americans and students with
disabilities are disproportionately represented in discipline encounters in schools
(Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010). In many cases, groups of disproportionately
represented students reflect the population of students that attend mostly urban schools in
high percentages and need additional social emotional and academic support (Stewart,
Schreck, & Simons, 2006). The suspension data show that, instead of support, these
students receive the highest percentage of suspensions, which sets the students up to
become more disengaged from the school community.
Diminishing student engagement and the repeated behavioral challenges describe
a cycle of suspensions, misbehavior, missed academic instruction, and poor academic
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performance (Osher, Bear, Sprague, & Doyle 2010). This cycle of behaviors and
suspensions leads many students to become completely disengaged from school, while
becoming engaged in the criminal justice system (Osher et al., 2010). The overall
suspension data and racial disproportionality evidenced in research is troublesome,
reflecting unintentional messages and consequences of schools’ disciplinary policies and
practices. Given the dire data points reflecting the negative impact on Blacks, Hispanics,
Native Americans, and students with disabilities, it is prudent to consider alternatives to
exclusionary discipline practices. One alternative to exclusionary disciplinary practices is
restorative justice. RJ has been suggested as an alternative to exclusionary disciplinary
practices for the following reasons: reducing the high number of suspensions, creating a
safe and supportive school climate, correcting the racial/ethnic disproportionality and
preventing academic failure and school dropouts (Fronius, Person, Guckenburg, Hurley,
& Petrosine, 2016). Additionally, RJ is suggested as way to build school community and
relationships by focusing on repairing the harm and preventing conflicts (Fronius et al.,
2016). RJ is described as a relational approach to solving conflict and repairing harm
(Sullivan & Tifft, 2006).
RJ in the criminal justice system and school settings. The shortcomings of ZTP
in criminal justice and in school systems have led to RJ being implemented as an
alternative in both systems. The perspective of crime as an offense against people, which
is a principle of RJ, led to the use of the first victim-offender program in the criminal
justice system. The victim-offender reconciliation program, also known as victims’
offender mediation (VOM) grew from an experiment in Kitchener, Ontario in the early
1970s with the request of a probation officer, Mark Yantzi. Yantzi asked the judge to
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have two youth convicted of vandalism meet with the victims of their crime and agree to
pay restitution (Peachy, 1989). The first victim-offender reconciliation program in the
United States was documented to occur in Elkhart, Indiana directed by Howard Zehr.
Zehr (2002) proposed six guiding questions to be asked during the victim-offender
conference designed to repair the harm done to the victims, and to encourage the
offenders’ accountability and reintegration with the community.
1. Who has been hurt?
2. What are their needs?
3. Whose obligations are these?
4. What are the causes?
5. Who has a stake in the situation?
6. What is the appropriate process to involve stakeholders to address causes and
put things right? (Zehr, 2002)
These questions are in contrast to the questions traditionally asked in criminal justice:
1. What laws have been broken?
2. Who did it?
3. What do the offender(s) deserve? (Zehr, 2002)
The International Institute of Restorative Practice (IIRP) distinguishes between
the terms RP and RJ. To differentiate between the two terms, RJ has been defined as a
subset of restorative practices and is reactive regarding conflict, whereas RP can take a
proactive or reactive approach. For this reason, the term RP is most often applied to the
school setting.
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The introduction of RP in schools can be traced to the implementation of the
family group conference (FGC) in New Zealand in 1989. FGC was implemented because
of the native Maori people’s concerns with their children being removed from their
homes by the courts. In 1991, an Australian police officer, Terry O’Connell, utilized FGC
as a community policing strategy to deter young people from court. In North America,
FGC was renamed Family Group Decision (Burford & Pennell, 2000). As FGC grew in
popularity around the world, it was referred to by various names such as victim –offender
conference (Amstutz & Zehr, 1998), community accountability conference (Braithwaite,
1994) and RJ conference by the IIRP. In 1994, Marg Thorsborne, an Australian educator,
was the first to use a restorative conference in a school (O’Connell, 1998). The initial
success of the conference led to two studies in Queensland, Australia and the demand for
more training. Although conferences were successful in schools, a significant number of
schools did not utilize conferences to resolve incidents. Instead, these schools opted to
use traditional approaches to discipline, which led to suspension and detention (Blood &
Thorsborne, 2005).
Restorative practices are being implemented in schools and districts across the
United States. California, Colorado, Illinois, Minnesota, and Pennsylvania have a longer
history of utilizing RP in schools than most other states (Guckenburg, Hurley, Persson,
Fronius & Petrosino (2015). The implementation and study of RP in schools in the
United States, however, is still in its infancy (Guckenburg et al., 2015). Consequently,
there is a limited number of evaluative studies, and a higher prevalence of RP program
descriptions (Guckenburg et al., 2015). There are descriptive reports of RP in schools in
the United States reflecting data taken from students, staff and community members’
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testimonials. These reports include and describe a variety of settings and content relating
to RP in schools (Guckenburg et al., 2015). One report promotes a successful middle
school RP pilot program across Oakland and San Francisco Unified School District
(Sumner et al., 2010). Another report describes the successful resolution of an incident
utilizing RP in Pennsylvania (Guckenburg et al., 2015). One important factor in the
success of RP is the collaborative nature of the practices. This need for collaboration
requires effective communication.
The implementation of a school’s disciplinary policy is an area that requires
strong, effective communication. The zero tolerance policy in place at many schools
sends unintentional messages and yields unintentional results (Thorsborne & Blood,
2013). Researchers have argued that traditional methods of discipline, and behavior
management that holds individuals accountable for a violation against broken rules and
laws, are harmful (AAP, 2013). Traditional discipline sends a message that stigmatizes
the person over the behavior. A traditional approach to discipline creates the
unintentional effect of pushing individuals out of schools and apart instead of bringing
individuals together (Thorsborne & Blood, 2013).
Reflecting on the current discipline practices in many schools may be easy.
However, changing mindsets and implementing alternative practices and strategies for
discipline is more challenging. The effective implementation of restorative practices in
schools requires a paradigm shift from a punitive and disintegrative stigma model to a
repair and relational model of discipline. The implementation of restorative practice
requires a “changed lens” for viewing, responding, and managing student behavior (Zehr,
1990). This is a shift from traditional discipline of judgment, punishment and exclusion
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to restorative discipline of moral teaching and learning, community participation, caring,
respectful dialogue, remorse and inclusion (Burford & Adams, 2004).
Philosophically, there are multiple ways to describe RP (Fronius et al., 2016). “RP
can be described as a shift from managing student behavior to building, developing, and
repairing relationships” (Hopkins, 2003, p. 3). Another description found in the literature
describes RP as a non-punitive approach to handling a wide range of conflicts (Fronius et
al., 2016). RP in schools can be implemented as a whole-school approach involving the
training of students and staff in RP principles or as an added-on approach, which resolves
conflicts as needed (Fronius et al., 2016). The RP continuum serves as a guide, or
framework, of effective RP practices in schools.
Restorative practice continuum. RP in schools lies on a continuum of
communication strategies ranging from informal to formal restorative techniques.
Informal restorative dialogue techniques utilize reflective questions and effective
statements. Effective statements help individuals express their feelings and help
individuals to reflect on how their behavior affects others (McCold & Wachtel, 2001).
These questions include “What happened? What were you thinking about at the time?
Who do you think has been affected? What do you think you need to do to make things
right?” Formal practices include restorative conferences and circles (McCold & Wachtel
2001), which are the most visible and common RP implemented in schools (Guckenburg
et al., 2015).
Restorative conferences. RP principles are most visible in restorative
conferencing and circles, which are formal structures (McCold & Wachtel, 2004).
Restorative conferences were first utilized in the criminal justice system and were used as
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a response to a criminal act or harmful incident. A restorative conference is a victimcentered, problem-solving meeting that involves offenders, victims, friends and family
(O’Connell, Wachtel, & Wachtel, 1999). Restorative conferences provide an alternative
to the exclusionary disciplinary practice of suspension, which tends to stigmatize and
isolate the offender from all the parties involved in the incident (Buckmaster 2016).
Restorative conferences have become the hallmark practice in responding to harmful
incidents in schools implementing RP.
During a restorative conference, a facilitator follows a script and leads the
restorative conference but is not an active participant in the conference. The conference is
a collaborative communal process designed to allow the victim in the incident to have a
voice in sharing about harm done in the presence of the offender and pertinent members
of the school community. Additionally, the restorative conference is designed to invoke
remorse from the offender involved in the incident, creating the opportunity for the
offender to repair the harm done to the victim and reengage in the school community
(Buckmaster, 2016).
Restorative classroom circles. Restorative practices in school not only utilize
restorative conferences to respond to harmful incidents and repair relationships, but
restorative circles are also employed to repair harm (Wachtel, 2005). A restorative circle,
however, is designed to be proactive in preventing harmful or disruptive incidents in the
classroom. Restorative circles build and create relationships and classroom communities
by employing democratic principles, which empower everyone within the circle to have
an equal voice to share their experiences, opinions and concerns (Mosley, 2009).
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The implementation of restorative circle meetings develops a sense of community
within the classroom and can be used in a variety of ways, which includes conflict
resolution, decision-making and information sharing (Costello, Wachtel, & Wachtel,
2010). There are types of circles to address particular situations and they operate in
sequential or non-sequential order structured around a topic or question. Three types of
circles are sequential restorative circles, real justice circles, and fishbowl restorative
circles (Costello et al., 2010).
In sequential restorative circles, a facilitator leads the circle and each participant
is given the opportunity to share in sequential order. Sequential restorative circles prevent
back and forth conversation or arguments. These sequential restorative circles encourage
listening and ensure that all voices are heard. The process prevents one individual from
dominating the circle interaction. In sequential restorative circles, a facilitator is used to
guide the participants by introducing topics and questions. However, the facilitator does
not determine who is right or wrong (Costello et al., 2010).
In the real justice circles, the order of speaking is different and more structured.
The speaking order follows a specific speaking script. Real justice circles have a
facilitator who asks each person a set of restorative questions in the order as follows: the
offender, the victim, the victim’s supporter, and the offender’s supporter. Once each
participant has had the opportunity to respond, the real justice circle transitions into a
more open model of discussion (Costello et al., 2010).
In a fishbowl restorative circle, there is an inner circle of active participants and
an outer concentric circle around the inner circle. The participants of the concentric circle
are, for the most part, observing and occasionally commenting. Fishbowl restorative
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circles are used when there is a large number of potential participants but not enough
room to have everyone sit in a circle. Fishbowl restorative circles can take a sequential or
non-sequential process of communicating (Costello et al., 2010).
In restorative circles, students and teachers collaboratively learn and accept norms
and expectations. Colvaleshkie (2013) stressed the importance of creating a communal
experience to develop a sense of shame and foster students’ moral development.
Colvaleshkie (2013) also postulated that students develop a conscience through their
understanding of who they are in their relationships with others. It is through their social
interaction and bonding with others that students learn and internalize right and wrong
(Hirschi, 1969).
Restorative circles are a formal practice that provides the structure for teaching
values, creating bonds, building relationships and communities. The stronger the
relationships and bonds among the students and teachers, the less likely that students will
participate in harmful or disruptive behaviors (Hirschi, 1969). Brathwaite (1994) argued
that the reason most people behave responsibly is to avoid disappointing the people to
whom they have formed close bonds or relationships. These bonds and relationships
develop a sense of engagement, belonging, and accountability to a community.
Restorative circles build bonds and social capital, making it easier to repair the harm
done to relationships. Social capital refers to the positive behaviors and actions that
strengthen relationships. Restorative circles provide the structure to promote positive
interactions. The stronger the relationship the better it can withstand challenges and
conflicts (Davey, 2007). Building social capital is synonymous to building a savings
account in a bank and having enough money to withdraw during a crisis.
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School Safety and Climate
In 2013, schools in 14 states were using restorative practices (Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Preventions, 2013). There are several reasons why schools may
show an interest in RP. These reasons include the desire to create a safe and supportive
school climate, to correct the racial disproportionality that exists with the use of
exclusionary disciplinary practices, to prevent academic failure and school drops out, and
to build school community and relationships by focusing on repairing the harm and
preventing conflicts.
To promote school safety and improve school climate, suspension is a widely
used means of discipline in most schools (Skiba & Rausch, 2006). In 2008, over 3.3
million students were suspended (U.S. Department of Education, 2008). Research
evidence however, shows that exclusionary discipline fails to create a positive impact on
school safety and climate (Losen, 2014). A study conducted by Bracy (2010) suggested
that the more a school uses exclusionary disciplinary practices such as suspension and
detention, the more unsafe the students and staff feel. Bracy’s study (2010) examined
how students’ experiences in high-security schools informed their feelings about school
authority, and their own roles within their schools. Bracy’s study (2010) revealed that
students did not feel safer because of the security strategies and exclusionary disciplinary
practices employed at their schools.
Problem Statement
Research on restorative practices lacks the depth of rigorous examination,
however, there is some evidence supporting RP in school settings. Conversely, research
suggests that exclusionary practices do not work, citing the negative impact on students’
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behavior, academic progress, students’ engagement and school graduation rate (Osher et
al., 2010). At the same time, RP may be seen in an inaccurate light, essentially viewed as
a behavior management strategy, which ignores the relational, community building and
potential academic impact while focusing on reducing suspensions and disciplinary
referrals (Fronius et al., 2016). Despite the inaccurate view of RP, schools have
embraced and implemented a diverse assortment of formal and informal restorative
practices (Fronius et al., 2016). With a diverse assortment of RPs, a standard measure of
implementation is not clearly defined, which means RP may be implemented differently
and look differently in schools (Sellman, Cremin, & McCluskey, 2014). Subsequently,
RP success is also measured differently.
Part of the problem with assessing restorative practices’ weaknesses and strengths
is grounded in gaps in the research. Additionally, much of RP research is conducted
outside of the United States. On the other hand, much that is written on RP is descriptive.
The descriptive writings include reports, summaries of observations, and testimonies of
students, adults, and community members. These descriptive writings are used instead of
a formal evaluative design (Fronius et al., 2016). Consequently, more research needs to
be conducted on the processes and utilization of RP with a focus on fidelity to its core
principles, the impact of RP and the most efficient way to implement RP in school
settings.
Theoretical Rationale for Restorative Justice
Zehr (1990) suggested that crime could be viewed through a retributive lens or
restorative lens. Looking through a retributive lens, crime is seen as an offense against
the state. Looking through a RJ lens, crime is viewed as an offense against people and
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relationships (Johnstone & Van Ness, 2007). RJ requires the collaborative effort of all
stakeholders to repair the harm done to victims, relationships and community rather than
seeking retribution for an offense (McCold & Wachtel 2003).
The theory of RJ applies to the research problem because in a school setting the
relationships between teachers, students and the community are extremely important for
creating a supportive, engaging and productive learning environment. Given the number
of students and staff that interact in schools daily, conflict is inevitable. If not managed
well, conflict can become more divisive and lead to disengagement of all stakeholders.
Traditionally, Western societies rely on punishment to manage conflicts and
control students’ behavior (McCold & Wachtel 2003). Restorative Justice Theory
suggests that a punitive approach to school discipline does not control or change
behavior. Instead, a punitive approach to school discipline results in resentment, school
disengagement, academic difficulties and an increase in school as dropout rates (McCold
& Wachtel 2003). RP, however, requires a collaborative process that involves bringing
together the primary stakeholders of a conflict or an incident to determine how best to
repair the harm done to individuals, relationships and communities (McCold & Wachtel
2003). These primary stakeholders include the victim, offender, friends and community
members.
The social discipline window (SDW) and relationship window (RW) are two
frameworks that will be use to reflect the RJ theory in this study. The SDW is a widely
distributed and utilized diagram (Vaandering 2013) that describes four distinct domains/
approaches of interacting with students to maintain social norms and behavioral
boundaries that could result in either collaboration, alienation or defiance (McCold &
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Wachtel 2003). The SDW window is designed to have educators think beyond the
punitive, neglectful and permissive domain in responding to students’ inappropriate
behavior (Vaandering 2013). It is suggested that educators respond to students’ behavior
in the restorative authoritative manner where adults work together with students
(Vaandering 2013).
Figure 1.1 depicts four distinct domains of the social discipline window, which
are described as punitive, neglectful, permissive, and restorative.

Figure 1.1. Social Discipline Window. Adapted by Paul McCold and Ted Wachtel
(IIRP). Reprinted from https://www.iip.ed/defining
The four domains are created by combining two continuums: high and low,
control and support (McCold & Wachtel 2003). Control is defined as exercising restraint
or direct influence or limits over others and support is defined as encouraging and
nurturing others. The punitive domain can be described as high in control and low in
support. This domain is called retributive and it stigmatizes individuals, leaving a label
and resulting in less of a chance of reintegrating individuals back into the community.
The neglectful domain is low in control and in support and is characterized by
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indifference and passivity. The permissive domain is low in control and high in support
and is called, rehabilitative. The permissive domain protects individuals from the
consequences of their wrongdoing. Restorative practice domain is defined as high in
control and high in support; which means setting limits to behavior while providing
support.
The relationship window (RW) uses the basic design of the SDW, which includes
four quadrants (Vaandering 2013). However the four quadrants are labeled with the terms
TO ( People as objects to be managed ), FOR ( People as objects of need ), NOT(People
as objects to be ignored ) and WITH (People as subjects to honored ). The RW reflects
interpersonal interaction (Vanndering 2013), which can include individual interactions
that are, by label, high and low levels of engagement and expectation. The four quadrants
result in either diminishing or nurturing one’s inherent worth as a person (Vaandering
2013). The RW allows anyone of any age to give support and establish expectations.
Figure 1.2 shows four distinct domains, which are described as punitive,
neglectful, permissive, and restorative.
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Figure 1.2. Relationship Window. Reprinted from (add entire reference)page 153
(Vaandering 2013.). Reprinted
The restorative domains in both the SDW and the RW are purported to be reintegrative, which means that an offender is allowed to make amends and shed the
negative connotations and labels that are associated with an offender. According to
Braithwaite (1989), punishment is ineffective at controlling behavior. Instead,
punishment stigmatizes individuals and pushes them into a negative subculture, failing to
change their behavior (Braithwaite, 1989). On the other hand, a restorative approach to
discipline reintegrates wrongdoers back into their community and reduces the likelihood
that they will reoffend (Wachtel, 2005). Braithwaite’s (1989) reintegrative shaming
theory, is aligned with the Zehr theory of RJ in that it supports the opportunity for an
offender to repair relationships, avoid being labeled as bad, and being ostracized from the
group or the community.
Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this study is to examine how professional development influences
school staff perceptions of RP and to identify the prevalent restorative practices that are
being used in schools. Additionally, staff perceptions of the effectiveness of
implementation and intervention are explored. The research questions in this study
examine the perceived effectiveness of RP professional development and intervention
strategies employed in schools.
Most of the studies measuring the effectiveness of RP in schools are focused on
looking at the number of suspensions and office disciplinary referrals. This focus may
send the message to teachers and school officials that RP is simply a behavior
management strategy (Vaandering 2013). For this reason, schools and teachers may miss
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the opportunity to utilize RP holistically, missing the potential to bear not only positive
behavioral outcomes but positive school climates and academic outcomes as well.
Proponents of RP argue that RP is more than a behavioral management program
(Vaandering, 2013). However, there is a lack of consensus around what RP looks like in
schools and the process for implementing RP in schools (Morrison & Vaandering, 2012).
Given this observation, RP may look different in different schools (Sellman et al., 2014).
Research Questions
There is a scarcity of empirical research on the effectiveness of RP practices and
implementation protocol in schools in the United States. This scarcity in research
provides the need for more exploration. According to Creswell (2009), a qualitative
research approach may be more appropriate when research studies are limited. The
number of studies and evaluations are scarce (Fronius et al., 2016). Many of the studies
that are available for review are descriptive or employ a pre-post design (Weisburd,
Petrosino, & Fronius, 2014). These descriptive reports summarize observations, and
students’, adults’ and community members’ testimonials, instead of using a formal
evaluative design (Fronius et al., 2016). Additionally, there is lack of clarity on what RJ
looks like in a school setting (Morrison & Vaandering, 2012).
Initiating a qualitative study on restorative practice in schools leads to two
questions listed below:
1. What is the purpose of RP in schools?
2. What changes, if any, have occurred in schools and classrooms where teams
are participating in RP professional development?
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The answers to the research questions add to the existing body of knowledge, allowing
school districts to be more informed when making the decision to utilize RP in schools.
Significance of Study
This study is significant to school leaders, teachers, and the overall community
members as they grapple with the challenge of creating a safe, supportive and inclusive
classroom and school environment. School leaders and teachers seek to create a school
environment that is engaging, resulting in behavioral and academic achievement.
Currently, many schools use exclusionary disciplinary practices including zero tolerance
policy (ZTP) (Skiba et al., 2011). Researchers postulate that these exclusionary practices
are ineffective and exacerbate the challenge of student behavior, engagement, academic
and growth and create school climates that feel less safe (Carter, Fine, & Russell, 2014).
The use of exclusionary disciplinary practices in school has resulted in certain groups of
students being disproportionately pushed out of school or suspended, which is associated
with dropping out of school. Dropping out of school may not only limit a student’s life
outcome but may have a negative impact on the community as well (Rumberger &
Losen, 2016).
Exclusionary disciplinary practices have long-term economic impacts on the
community (Rumberger & Losen, 2016). An analysis of suspensions and expulsions from
longitudinal studies in both California, and Florida were ascertained and analyzed by
Rumberger and Losen (2016). The financial cost of dropping out was estimated to be 11
billion dollars over the lifetime of the dropouts. Dropouts cost the larger society a total of
35 billion dollars (Rumberger & Losen, 2016). Given the research and dire data points on
the impact of exclusionary disciplinary practices, an alternative approach to school
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discipline is needed. RP has been touted as alternative approach to school exclusionary
discipline. RP proponents have argued that RP can reduce overall suspensions, the
suspension disparity in schools, the dropout rate, and can repair and build relationships
within the school community (Fronius et al 2016).
Definitions of Terms
Restorative Circles – “a versatile restorative practice that can be used proactively,
to develop relationships and build community or reactively, to respond to wrongdoing,
conflicts and problems. Restorative circles give people an opportunity to speak and listen
to one another in an atmosphere of safety, decorum and equality” (Wachtel, 2013, p. 7).
Exclusionary Disciplinary Practice – regulations “which mandate students to be
away from school for a specified period of time through suspensions, or expulsions”
(Shabazian, 2015, p. 273).
Restorative Justice (RJ) – “a process where all stakeholders affected by an
injustice have an opportunity to discuss how they have been affected by the injustice and
to decide what should be done to repair the harm. With crime, RJ is about the idea that
because crime hurts, justice should heal. It follows that conversations with those who
have been hurt and with those who have inflicted the harm must be central to the process”
(Braithwaite, 2004, p. 28).
Restorative Practice (RP) – “a social science that studies how to build social
capital and achieve social discipline through participatory learning and decision-making.
The IIRP distinguishes between the terms restorative practices and RJ. RJ is viewed as a
subset of restorative practices. Restorative justice is reactive, consisting of formal or
informal responses to crime and other wrongdoing after it occurs. Restorative practices
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also include the use of informal and formal processes that precede wrongdoing, but also
include processes that proactively build relationships and a sense of community to
prevent conflict and wrongdoing” (Wachtel, 2012, p. 1).
Formal Restorative Practice – processes that include restorative conferences,
circles, or family group conferences. “These . . . involve more people, require more
planning and time, and are more structured and complete” (McCold & Wachtel, 2001,
p. 4).
Informal Restorative Practice – regimens that “include affective statements,
which communicate people’s feelings, as well as affective questions, which cause people
to reflect on how their behavior has affected others. Informal Restorative practices have
cumulative impact on organization because they are infused in the daily life of the
organization” (McCold & Wachtel, 2001, p. 4).
Zero Tolerance Policy (ZTP) – a “philosophy or policy that mandates the
application of predetermined consequences, most often severe and punitive in nature, that
are intended to be applied regardless of the seriousness of behavior, mitigating
circumstances, or situational context” (Skiba et al., 2006, p. 852).
Chapter Summary
Suspension is a widely used means of discipline in many K-12 school settings
(Skiba & Rausch, 2006). In 2011-2012, over 3.3 million students were suspended (U.S.
Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2014). The use of exclusionary
discipline practices is widespread despite (Losen & Gillespie, 2012) the growing data that
point to the harmful effects to students’ educational and life outcomes (Gregory et al.,
2010). Some researchers have argued that exclusionary disciplinary practices can result in
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the opposite of what was intended, meaning students become less engaged in school and
display more inappropriate behaviors (Osher et al., 2010). Additionally, there is research
that suggests students and staff feel less safe in schools using exclusionary disciplinary
practices (Carter et al., 2014).
The lack of student engagement and the repeated behavioral challenges leading to
suspension describe a cycle that undermines a student’s opportunity to grow
academically as well as socially and emotionally (Osher et al., 2010). Ultimately, the use
of suspension stigmatizes students, leading to them falling further behind academically
and becoming more disengaged from the school community (Osher et al., 2010). This
cycle could be called the tracks of the school to prison pipeline. Researchers suggest that
use of suspension or exclusionary disciplinary practices facilitate a student’s likelihood of
dropping out of school and increase the chances of that student becoming engaged in the
criminal justice system (Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2005). Exclusionary disciplinary
practices, student’s disengagement, school dropouts, criminal justice are words used to
describe the term, school to prison pipeline (Christle et al., 2005).
According to researchers, exclusionary disciplinary practices are unfair in their
execution (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010). The data show that exclusionary
disciplinary practices disproportionately impact Blacks, Latinos, Native Americans and
students with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights [OCR],
2014a). In many cases these students represent the very population that may need
additional social- emotional and academic support (Stewart et al., 2006). Instead of
support, these groups of students are met with a school climate and environment that can
be described as punitive, controlling, inflexible and hierarchal (Harber & Skade, 2009).
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To address the concerns and implications of the exclusionary disciplinary
practices, RP has been promoted as an alternative approach. Restorative practice differs
from traditional criminal justice protocol in that it is focused on restoration as opposed to
retribution (Bazemore, 1998). RP is considered a relational approach to improving school
climate and student discipline (Johnstone & Van Ness, 2007). The RP approach
recognizes that violations are against people and relationships rather than against rules or
laws (Johnstone & Van Ness, 2007). The focus of RP is to invite all parties involved in
an incident or conflict together to participate in process of building relationships or
repairing the harm that is done to relationships (McCold & Wachtel, 2003). RP utilizes a
continuum of informal and formal process for building and repairing relationships. The
informal processes are effective statements and questions that can be used in daily
interactions between all individuals in the school community. The formal tools for
building and repairing relationships are restorative circles and conferences. These formal
practices are targeted interventions for resolving conflict and building a community.
The social discipline (SDW) and the relationship windows (RW) are frameworks
that are purported to support the theory of restorative justice. The SDW and RW are both
diagrams, each reflecting four quadrants label as (TO), (NOT), (FOR), and (WITH). The
four quadrants in SDW describe four approaches to maintaining social norms and
behavioral boundaries. The combination of highs, lows with control and support reflects
the following approaches: The (TO) quadrant is a punitive approach representing high
control and low support and is also called retributive. This approach tends to stigmatize
and alienate individuals. The (NOT) quadrant is a neglectful approach and is represented
by low control and low support and is defined as indifference or passivity. The (FOR)
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quadrant is a permissive approach representing low control and high support and is
defined as rehabilitative. The (WITH) quadrant is a restorative approach representing
high control and high support and is defined as doing things with people, rather than to
them or for them (McCold & Wachtel, 2003).
Unlike the social discipline window (SDW), the relational window (RW)
quadrants are labeled in a way that describe different ways that one can engage in
relationships. Utilizing the RW with the combination of highs and lows with
expectations and support. The four quadrants measure interaction as either diminishing
or nurturing one’s inherent worth as a human being (Vaandering 2013). Exclusionary
disciplinary practices are aligned with the punitive domain on the SDW, which describes
interactions with an authority figure as high in control and structure but low in support.
Both RW and SDW have a restorative quadrant, which highlight high control and support
for SDW and high expectation and support for RW.
The proponents of RP assert that it facilitates the creation of a safe, supportive
and engaging learning environment (Weisburd et al., 2014). There is a lack of consensus
on the definition of RP in schools (Morrison & Vaandering, 2012). Additionally, research
to substantiate the effectiveness of RP is scarce (Weisburd et al., 2014). There are
cultural, demographic and structural factors that vary in school systems from country to
country. For example, schools vary in their placement of students with special needs.
Some schools serve nearly all the special needs students in regular school setting and
other countries serve only some of their special needs students in regular classrooms
(Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development [OECD], 2012). The level
of diversity in ethnicity, immigration and socioeconomic status also varies among
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counties. The contextual difference related to where RP is implemented may lead to
different results. The next chapter will review the literature pertaining to the rationale for
RP implementation in schools, and the successful implementation of RP in schools the
United States. Review each chapter here with a sentence
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
Introduction
The literature review explores the suspension disparity that has impacted Blacks,
Latinos, Native Americans, and students with disabilities. The discussion in the literature
references implicit bias, institutional and structural factors as potential causes of the
disproportionality in school discipline. These topics are included within the first half of
this review as they lay the foundation for defining the significance, and the need for RP
as an alternative approach to school discipline, climate and culture. The topics of school
safety, authoritative school climate, teachers and students’ experiences, restorative circle
and restorative mindset are covered in the second half of the literature review. Overall,
the review sets the groundwork for a qualitative study designed to answer the following
questions pertaining to restorative practice in schools.
1. What is the purpose of RP in schools?
2. What changes, if any, have occurred in schools and classrooms where teams
are participating in RP professional development?
Disproportionality in School Discipline
Based on the research literature, the disciplinary referral appears to be the start of
the disproportionate exclusionary disciplinary practices (Skiba, Shure, & Williams,
2011). A study conducted by Skiba, Michael, Nardo, and Peterson (2002), examined the
disproportionality in school discipline in regard to race, ethnicity, gender, and
socioeconomic status. The participants for the study were middle school students
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attending a large, urban Midwestern public school. The data were retrieved from 11,001
students in 19 middle schools. The numbers of students were equally represented in sixth,
seventh, and eighth grade. Black students consisted of 56% of the study, White students
consisted of 48% of the study, and Latino students consisted of 1.2% of the study. Special
education students were 16% of the study and 65% of the students qualified for free or
reduced lunch.
Skiba et al., (2002) found that boys and Black students were overrepresented on
all measures of school discipline such as referrals, suspensions, and expulsions and White
students were underrepresented on all measures of school discipline. This trend suggests
that Black students received harsher punishment than White students despite socio
economic status and behaviors of the Black and White students being equal.
Disproportionate Number of Disciplinary Referrals
Skiba et al. (2002) concluded that racial disparities in suspension appear to
originate in disproportionate numbers of office disciplinary referrals. Black students were
sent to the office for more offenses than White students. The teachers’ use of subjective
and objective criteria was postulated for the disparity in office disciplinary referrals
between Black and White students. Skiba et al. (2002) explained that Black students were
more likely to receive a disciplinary referral for subjective reasons such as disrespectful
behavior and a perceived threat; whereas, White students were more likely to receive a
disciplinary referral for objective reasons such as drug possession, or smoking.
Skiba et al. (2002) also concluded that the disproportionality in Black and White
students’ suspension rates may be due to the disparity in subjective disciplinary referrals
that Black students were receiving. This disproportionality in the identification of
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subjective and objective infractions, may lead to the uneven rates of disciplinary referrals
for black students, more visits to the office, and more opportunities for the administrator
to make a suspension decision.
Initial Referral and Administrator Action Process
Another study conducted by Skiba et al. (2011) explored the pattern of
disproportionality in disciplinary referral rates, and the patterns of disciplinary decisions
across different racial/ethnic groups in elementary and middle schools. Data were
collected on students in Grades K-6 and 6-9 totaling 120,148 students in K-6 grades and
60,522 students in Grade 6 through 9. The data were collected from the 2000 -2006
school year. Skiba et al. (2011) revealed that the disproportionality occurred at the
teachers’ initial referral and when the administrators make the decision to act on the
initial referral. At the K-6 level, Black students appeared to be overrepresented, relative
to their proportion in the population, among those referred to the office. Blacks
represented 25.8% of total enrollment but 35.3% of those referred to the office. At the 6-9
level, Black students appeared to be overrepresented, and White students appeared to be
underrepresented in their rate of disciplinary referrals as compared to their percentage in
the population.
Subjectively Defined Behaviors
A study conducted by Girvan, Gion, McItosh, and Smolkowski (2017) found that
discipline disproportionality is largely attributable to racial disparities in disciplinary
referrals for subjectively defined behaviors, which accounted for 68% of the total
variance and 46% of the unique variance in total disproportionality in elementary
schools. Girvan et al. (2017) conducted a study reviewing over 1,800 discipline school
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records in a school district serving over 1 million students. The study was conducted to
identify situations in which disproportionality was more likely to occur. The results of
Girvan et al. (2017) consistently indicated increased racial and gender disproportionality
for subjectively defined behaviors, in classrooms and for incidents classified as more
severe. These results showed that Black students were considerably more likely to
receive subjective disciplinary referrals in the first 90 minutes of the school day
compared to White students. Black students were 1.34 times as likely to receive a major
subjective disciplinary referral. Black males were given major disciplinary referrals at a
rate of 1.25 times as often as their White counterparts, but Black females were much
more likely, to receive major disciplinary referrals when compared to White females
(Blake, Butler, Lewis, & Darensbourg, 2011).
Implicit Bias/Racial Stereotypes
A study conducted by Gilliam, Maupin, Reyes, Accavitti, & Shic (2016)
examined the phenomenon of subjectively defined behaviors that lead to disciplinary
referrals and suspensions that appear to start early in the lives of Black boys. Gilliam et
al. (2016) utilized a sample of 132 teachers in preschool and early childhood classrooms.
Most of the teachers were White females. Gilliam et al. (2016) described the behavior
characteristics of Black girls, Black boys, and White boys in a classroom. Gilliam et al.
(2016) asked the teachers in the study to imagine that students were in their classroom.
An eye-tracking device was used to track the teachers’ gaze as they watched a video of
the students in the classroom. Gilliam et al. (2016) revealed that teachers stared more
extensively at Black boys. The teachers’ gazes were associated with the students’
perceived disruptive behavior.

30

Gilliam et al. (2016) revealed that teachers spent more time gazing at boys and at
Black children. Gilliam et al. (2016) concluded that teachers stared at Black boys even
though they were not necessarily misbehaving more than the other students. Gilliam et al.
(2016) suggested that because Black boys were stared at more by the teachers, Black
boys were caught in the act of misbehaving more than their peers. The study suggested
that teachers’ implicit bias may be the impetus of the exclusionary disciplinary practice
disparity.
Okonofua and Eberhardt (2015) sought to test the hypothesis that disparities in
discipline are partly driven by implicit bias and racial stereotypes, leading teachers to
have negative feelings and responses to Black students. Okonofua and Eberhardt (2015)
looked at how race may influence teachers’ responses to classroom misbehavior. Fiftyseven teachers in kindergarten through 12th grade were recruited for this study. Thirtyeight White, two Black, one Asian, and 16 other teachers participated in the study. The
teachers were shown pictures of middle school students in a classroom and given an
opportunity to review disciplinary referral records and read about the students’
infractions. Using a scale of 1 to 5, the teachers were asked to rate the severity of the
behavior and share how they felt about the behaviors. With only students’ names,
teachers were then asked to determine likelihood that the student was a troublemaker.
Okonofua and Eberhardt (2015) reflected a significant interaction between
number of rule infractions and the students’ race. The results showed no significant
difference for the discipline over the two infractions with White students; however,
teachers thought Black students should be disciplined more severely after the second
infraction. Okonofua and Eberhardt (2015) revealed that Black students were
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significantly more likely than White students to be labeled troublemakers. The more
likely the teachers thought that the students were Black, the more likely they were labeled
troublesome and given harsher punishment than White students.
Discretionary Disciplinary Action
Teachers’ implicit bias and stereotyping may result in them writing disciplinary
referrals. However, administrators are the individuals making the discretionary decisions
to suspend the students (Fabelo, Thompson, Plotkin, Carmichael, Marchbanks, & Booth,
2011). Fabelo et al. (2011) further highlighted the disproportionalities that exist
regarding school discipline. One million student records were reviewed in a Texas public
school system from seventh grade to 10th grade. The Black population was 14%. The
Latino population was 40%, and the White population was 43%. Fabelo et al. (2011)
looked at the behaviors that caused a disciplinary response, the recidivism rate of
students, and equity in how sanctions were given. White students with the same risk
factors as Black students were compared and examined. Fabelo et al. (2011) looked at
White and Black students with identical profiles. Black students were still more likely to
be disciplined more than any other group.
Fabelo et al. (2011) revealed that Black students had the highest percentage of out
of school discipline under what is called discretionary discipline action. Discretionary
discipline action means that the school officials are not mandated by the ZTP law to
execute a suspension or exclusionary punishment in response to a school infraction.
Under the ZTP, school officials are mandated to execute a suspension in response to
certain student misbehavior. The results of the Fabelo et al. (2011) study showed that
Black students had the highest discretionary first action out of school suspensions of
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71.5%. White students had the highest percentage of discretionary first action for in
school suspensions of 86%. Fabelo et al. (2011) also revealed that Black students and
Latino students were more likely to experience repeated disciplinary actions. One fourth
of the Black students, or 25.7%, had more than 11 discretionary disciplinary actions,
compared to one fifth of the Latino students, or 8.1%, and less than one tenth of the
White students, or 9.5% (Fabelo et al., 2011).
Black Girls
Blacks, Latinos, Native Americans, and students with disabilities are the leading
recipients of disciplinary referrals. Black boys have the highest percentage of disciplinary
referrals which translates to the highest percentage of out-of-school suspensions (OSS).
Black girls have the second highest percent of disciplinary referrals and likewise have the
highest percentage of suspensions among girls of other races and ethnicities. A study
conducted by Slate, Gray, and Jones (2016) examined the number of suspensions given to
Blacks girls, Latina girls, and White girls in Grades 4 through 12 during 2013-2014 in
Texas public schools. Slate et al. (2016) conducted a study to determine if there was
disparity in the disciplinary consequences given to girls by race, and ethnicity in Grades 4
through 11. The study revealed 481 disciplinary consequences in Grade 4, 3,347
disciplinary consequences in Grade 5, and 29,039 disciplinary consequences in Grade 6.
With the overall increase in disciplinary consequences at each grade level, Slate et al.,
(2016) revealed that at every grade level, disproportionality by race and ethnicity existed.
For Grade 4, Black girls had 19.6% of OSS while White girls only had 5.1% and Latina
girls had no OSS. In Grade 5, Black girls had 17.4% of OSS, Latina girls had 9.4%
suspensions, while White girls had 5.1 % suspensions. For Grade 6, Black girls received
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23.9%, OSS, Latina girls received 14.0%, and White girls received 1.6%. The study
revealed that Black girls are also negatively impacted by exclusionary practices.
Alternative Argument
Kinsler (2011) suggested an alternative argument for explaining some
disproportionality in discipline. Kinsler (2011) explained that racial bias in student
discipline refers to differential punishment for otherwise identical Black and White
students who commit the same offense. Kinsler (2011) suggested students who are not
attending the same school are not identical. Kinsler (2011) concluded that the racial gap
in discipline relies largely on cross-school discipline. Using disciplinary data from North
Carolina, within and across schools, Kinsler (2011) used 1 year of discipline data with
students in sixth and ninth grades that were new to the school and had no previous
interaction with the administrators. The data revealed that, across the state, Black sixthgrade students are 79% more likely to be suspended than White sixth grade students for
violating school rules.
Kinsler’s (2011) study found that when the comparison was made within the
school (school fix effect), there was no difference in punishment for Black and White
students. Kinsler (2011) suggested that race plays little role in discipline within a school.
Race does, however, play a role in across school discipline disparity, initial office referral
and discipline severity. Subsequently, Fabelo et al. (2011) argued that a discipline rate
between schools varies significantly—even among schools with similar student
composition and school characteristics.
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Institutional Factors
Losen and Martinez’s (2013) data revealed variations in suspension and expulsion
rates across schools, districts, and states. Other researchers suggested that institutional
factors account for at least some of the differences in the suspension disparity among
schools (Losen et al., 2015). After controlling for more than 80 variables, a study that
tracked every middle school student in Texas for over 6 years showed that school policies
and practices are the primary factors and drivers of suspension rates, not student behavior
(Fabelo et al., 2011). Fabelo et al. (2011) concluded that individual school practices
within the state and the state law requirements have an effect on Texas school’s
disciplinary rates. Fabelo et al. (2011) showed that the majority of students in the Texas
secondary school study were suspended at least once during the secondary school
experience. The suspensions were nearly always a result of discretionary decisions and
actions of individual school administrators (Fabelo et al., 2011).
Discretionary decisions and actions of schools may not be the only factors that
contribute to racial disparity in exclusionary disciplinary practice (Anyon et al., 2018).
Anyon et al. (2018) sought to examine if there were specific areas in schools where
students of color were more inclined to receive a disciplinary referral. Anyon et al. (2018)
centered on the students’ race and place where the students received an office
disciplinary referral. This study had a student sample size of 9,921 in Grades K-12 from
all schools in Denver Public School system (n = 180 schools). The students were selected
because they were issued one or more disciplinary referrals during the 2012-2013 school
years.
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Anyon et al. (2018) study suggested that Blacks, Latinos, and multiracial youths
were no more likely than White students to have a discipline incident take place outside
the classroom. The study also disclosed that office disciplinary referrals disparity was
widespread throughout spaces within the school. Anyon et al. (2018) suggested that the
place where students are at great risk for referrals is in the classroom. This conclusion
refutes the argument that disparity happens when teachers and students do not know each
other (McIntosh et al. 2015). Anyon et al. (2018) concluded that racial disparity does
exist and is a result of systemic practices and policies. This study also suggested that
knowing each other precipitated suspensions and exclusionary actions, leaving one to
ponder if knowing each other and having a positive relationship with each other is not
necessarily a benefit. The study asked what affect positive relationships have on systemic
practices and policies.
Structural Factors
The structure or organization of a school may be a factor that contributes to
suspensions and disparity. Arcia (2007) examined grade and school configuration factor.
Arcia (2007) looked at the suspension percentage among three sixth-grade transition
groups in K-6 schools, K-8 schools and in middle schools with Grades 6, 7, and 8. The
sample group for the study was sixth-grade students enrolled in a regular classroom.
Arcia’s (2007) study revealed that sixth- and seventh-grade students in middle
schools, regardless of associated factors, had a substantially higher percentage of
suspensions than sixth and seventh graders in elementary/K-8 schools. Also, with the
transition in seventh grade from elementary/K-8 to middle schools, suspensions were
primarily among students who were not suspended the prior year.
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Academic Impact
The impact of exclusionary disciplinary practices has been associated with poor
academic performance, student disengagement and school dropouts (Georgy et al., 2010).
Exclusionary disciplinary practices have been associated with students’ academic
outcomes. A longitudinal, retrospective analysis in a large, diverse urban school district
was undertaken in order to explore the associations between suspensions and
achievement (Arica, 2006). The 3-year study explored the relationship between reading
achievement and suspensions. The student population reflected 58% Latino, 29% Black,
10% White, and 3% other races. Three fourths of the students qualified for free and/or
reduced lunch. All students were given pre- and post-suspension reading assessments.
Arcia (2006) conducted the study over a 3-year period. The average reading achievement
scores of all the suspended and non-suspended students were compared.
Arcia (2007) revealed within a 3-year period the average difference in reading
achievement between students with no suspensions and students who accumulated 21
days of suspension increased from 216 points to 264 points. Students without suspensions
gained an average of 198 points during the 2-year period (Arcia, 2007). These students
showed higher gains than suspended students and the gains of suspended students
decreased the more they were suspended. The students who were suspended during one
of the 3 years gained, on average, 176 points. Students suspended in 2 of the 3 years had
an average gain of 168 points. Finally, students suspended in all 3 years gained an
average of 159 points. Arcia (2006) also revealed that the increased number of
suspensions led to high school dropouts.
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The data from ninth-grade students who were suspended showed that they were
more likely to drop out 3 years after enrolling in ninth grade (Arica, 2006). The data
showed students suspended for 1 to 10 days had a 21% probability of dropping out.
Exclusionary disciplinary practices not only impacted the suspended students but also
students who were not suspended (Arica, 2006).
Collateral Impact
In 2014, researchers in Kentucky explored how students who are not suspended
perform academically in a school with a high degree of exclusionary disciplinary
practices. Perry and Morris (2014) suggested that higher levels of exclusionary
disciplinary practices within schools, over time, generate collateral damage, negatively
affecting the academic achievement of non-suspended students. Data collected from
Perry and Morris (2014) were from the Kentucky school discipline database. The sample
included 16,897 students in Grades 6 through 10 in 17 schools. The students were
enrolled in the district over a 3-year period and were given the Measure of Academic
Progress (MAP) assessment to measure and monitor academic growth. Perry and Morris
(2014) revealed that a high degree of suspension in a school is associated with a decrease
in reading achievement of non-suspended students but a low number of suspensions
didn’t negatively affect the reading level of non-suspended students.
School Dropouts
Perry and Morris (2014) revealed that students’ academic achievement is
impacted by exclusionary disciplinary practices of suspensions. However, suspensions
are also associated with school dropouts. A study conducted by Balfanz et al. (2015)
examined high school graduation, dropout rates, attendance, course completion, and
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racial disparity. They conducted a longitudinal study using a cohort of 181,897 Florida
students who were first time ninth graders in 2001.
Balfanz et al. (2015) followed the students for 2 years past graduation and found
an association between suspensions, poor attendance, school disengagement, and course
failure. Researchers concluded that ninth-grade suspension negatively impacted students’
high school and postsecondary outcomes. Balfanz et al. (2015) revealed with each
increase in suspension in ninth grade the odds of dropping out of school increased and the
chance of graduating decreased.
Community Impact
In addition to the detrimental impact on individual students and groups of
students, exclusionary disciplinary practices have a negative impact on the entire
community and country. Rumberger and Losen (2016) used data from two longitudinal
studies to determine how exclusionary disciplinary practice impacts the dropout rate and
the long-term economic impact to a community. Analysis of suspensions and expulsions
from longitudinal studies in California and Florida were completed. The financial and
social cost of dropping out was calculated for both Florida and California. To measure
the economic impact, a model was used that compared economic outcomes of high
school dropouts and high school graduates over their lifetime from the age of 18 to 65 in
earnings, health and welfare.
The researchers found that students who reported an in or out of school
suspension were less likely to graduate than students who had no suspensions
(Rumberger and Losen 2016). Rumberger and Losen (2016) revealed that, in the United
States, only 71% of the students in 10th grade who received a suspension graduated
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compared to 94% of the students who did not receive a suspension. In California, 94%
who did not receive a suspension graduated, while 67% of the students who received a
suspension did not graduate. In Florida, 75% of the students who did not receive a
suspension graduated, while the graduation rate for students who were suspended was
43%. Florida rates were lower than the United States and California because Florida
graduation rates reflect data for ninth graders, which is lower than the graduation rates of
10th graders. Additionally, Florida has a higher suspension rate (Rumberger & Losen,
2016). Using the 2000-2001 suspension rates, the economic cost of suspension was
calculated to be $11 billion dollars over the lifetime of the dropouts. Dropout costs to the
larger society yielded a total of $35 billion (Rumberger & Losen, 2016).
The Feeling of Safety
Researchers have argued that exclusionary disciplinary practices exacerbate
problems with students’ behavior by creating unintentional results thus, failing to create a
safer and supportive school climate (AAP, 2013). A study conducted by Bracy (2010)
suggested that the more schools use exclusionary discipline such as suspension and
detention the more unsafe the students and staff feels. Bracy (2010) conducted a study to
examine how students’ experiences in high-security schools informed their feelings about
school authority, and their own roles within their schools. Data were collected over the
2006-07 school year and participants of the Bracy (2010) study were students from Cole
and Vista High Schools. Eleven percent of the student body attending Cole High was
from low–income households, whereas 40% of the students attending Vista high school
were from low income households. Both schools employed similar security and
exclusionary strategies.
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Bracy (2010) revealed students’ concerns from both schools. Three key concerns
were gathered from interviews and observations. Students expressed the concern for the
lack of due process, inconsistent rule enforcement and disproportionately harsh
punishment. Bracy’s (2010) interviews of students revealed that they did not feel safer
because of the security strategies and exclusionary disciplinary practices employed by
both schools. These schools had school resource officers and utilized discipline policies
that were perceived to be unfair, harsh and exclusionary.
Authoritative School Climate
The perceptions of staff and students and the way in which teachers and students
interact play a role in defining a safe and supportive school climate. A study was
conducted by Heilbrun, Cornell, and Konold (2018) examining the impact of an
authoritative school climate on suspension rates and teachers’ and students’ perceptions
of school climate. An anonymous survey was administered to seventh- and eighth-grade
students in Virginia public schools. Separate surveys were administered to both teachers
and students. The rates of participants were defined using the total number given the
survey. Additionally, 423 of the 430 eligible schools participated. A 7-item scale was
administered to measure students’ perceptions of school fairness and strictness of school
discipline.
The results of the study by Heilbrun et al. (2018) suggested that authoritative
school climate with high levels of disciplinary structure and student support will create
the perception for teachers and students that school rules are strict but fair. Heilbrun et al.
(2018) also showed an association between schools with high disciplinary structure and
support and significantly lower racial disparities than schools with low disciplinary
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structure and support. The disparity in high disciplinary structures and support schools
was 2.6% compared with a 10.8% difference in low-disciplinary structure and support
schools. Black suspension rates were 20% in low disciplinary structure schools compared
to 8.5% in high-disciplinary structure schools. This finding suggests authoritative
structure and supports as a possible effective strategy for reducing racial disparity in
school disciplinary practice as well as improving teachers’ and students’ perception of
school climate.
Restorative practice can be described as authoritative in nature and execution,
high in control and high in support (McCold & Wachtel, 2001). A premise used to
describe RP is “people are happier, more cooperative and more likely to make positive
changes when people in authority do things with them rather than to them or for them”
(Wachtel, 2005, p. 87). A study conducted by Gregory, Cornell, and Fan, (2011) sought
to examine the relationship between the characteristics of authoritative school structure,
school climate, and suspension rates. Researchers hypothesized that an authoritative
school environment would be associated with positive outcomes for both Black and
White students. A statewide sample of 199 schools in Virginia was utilized and school
climate surveys were completed by 5,035 ninth-grade students. Four key demographic
risk variables were considered in this study: urban location, poverty, racial composition
and enrollment. Gregory et al. (2011) collected school climate surveys from ninth grade
from 289 of the 314 public high schools in the state of Virginia.
Gregory et al. (2011) revealed that schools with highest authoritative
characteristics of high on control, high on structure and support, had the lowest
suspension rates. Conversely, schools with the lowest authoritative characteristics, low on
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control and structure, had the highest suspension rate for Black and White students.
Additionally, schools low in authoritative characteristics had the highest racial discipline
disparity.
Impact of Restorative Practice in Schools
Doing things with people rather than to them or for them to build and repair
relationships has been postulated as a premise of RP (Wachtel, 2005). In the literature,
the numbers of suspensions, expulsions and referrals have been used to define the impact
of RP in schools. However, reducing suspensions, expulsions, and referrals and other
disciplinary measures is only part of the RP promise (Ashley & Burke, 2009). Improving
school climate, building and repairing relationships has been espoused as the primary
goal of RP (Drewery, 2014). RP not only reduces suspensions, expulsions, and referrals
but it is purported to improve school climate (Fronius et al., 2016).
Teacher and Student Experiences
A study conducted by Gregory, Clawson, Davis, and Gerewitiz (2014) surveyed
teachers and 429 students in 29 classrooms to examine the experiences of students in the
classrooms utilizing RP. The study revealed that teachers deemed to have high RP
implementation had better relationships with students than teachers deemed to have low
implementation of RP. The students in the high implementation teachers’ classrooms
perceived their teachers to be more respectful. Higher implementation teachers gave
fewer disciplinary referrals. The higher implementation teachers had the better
relationships with diverse students and they gave fewer disciplinary referrals to Latino
and Black students (Gregory et al., 2014).
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Impact of Restorative Circles
Restorative circles may impact school culture. A study conducted by Ortega,
Lyubansky, Nettles, and Espelage (2016), they explored the experiences of students and
staff after participating in a restorative circle (RC) program in a large urban high school.
A semi-structured interview process was utilized for school staff and administrators (n =
25) and high school students (n= 35). The study looked at culture, barriers, internal
motivation, and engagement with RC. The emergent negative themes were, students and
adults expressed frustration and disappointment when students did not want to participate
or were not serious about the process.
The emergent positive themes included students and staff expressing ownership of
the process, interrupting the school to prison pipeline, improved relationships, prevention
of destructive ways of engaging in conflicts, meaningful dialogue, and academic and
social achievements. Teachers reported that RC circles resulted in students being more
focused on academics. The teachers also reported that students showed more confidence.
The emergent theme was that the students showed more maturity, behaved better and the
student showed more confidence.
A study conducted by Schumacher (2014) examined the impact of restorative
circles in an urban high school. This study was seeking to understand how girls engaged
in and gave meaning to their participation in circles. The study was conducted for 2
years, including 12 weeks of circle time. Schumacher (2014) conducted 257 hours of
observations. Thirty-one students, five teachers, two administrators and one social worker
participated, and documents such as emails and texts were collected. Schumacher (2014)
identified four relational themes: joy of togetherness, feeling safe, cultivating empathy,
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and managing anger. Schumacher (2014) revealed that students participating in the circle
process experienced a safe space for peers helping peers. The participants improved their
listening and their anger management skills. Schumacher (2014) concluded that circles
provided the opportunity for the girls to improve their social-emotional skills.
Restorative practice has been praised by some for its potential to improve school
climate, student behavior, and relationships between students and adults (Ashley &
Burke, 2009). This has led some schools to implement a diverse assortment of formal and
informal RP (Fronius et al., 2016). Full implementation measures are not clearly defined,
which means RP may be implemented differently in different schools (Sellman et al.,
2014). This uncertainty of meaning and philosophical thought could lead to RP being
adopted as add on programs to the existing exclusionary disciplinary practices in schools.
This results in the continued existence of a disproportionate impact on students.
Framing Restorative Justice
One variation in implementation was reflected in a study conducted by Lustick
(2017). The studies sought to explore why disproportionality still prevails in schools that
use RP. The study involved three different New York City small schools (Lustick, 2017).
These schools employed predominantly White staff serving predominantly non-White
students. The schools adopted RP policy to reduce the suspension rate and closed the
racial discipline gap. Lustick (2017) concluded that, although the schools were able to
keep suspensions low, RP reinforced the traditional framework of order in schools.
Lustick (2017) shared that the school used deans, who were persons of color, to
ultimately build the relationships with students and help the students understand the bias
that exists against them. The deans guided the students through the bias, but they could
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not lead them in resisting the bias. Lustick (2017) revealed the school staff and principal
were still invested in the traditional discipline belief and structure that promotes
punishment. Lustick (2017) concluded that the staff still felt that exclusionary
disciplinary practices and monitoring were necessary to keep the schools safe.
Subsequently, another study conducted by Vaandering (2013) suggested RP is
being co-opted by the power structure of which its foundation is the punitive managerial
structure of society (Morris & Maxwell, 1998). Vaandering (2013) sought to explore how
professional training impacted teachers’ definitions of RP and pedagogical practice. The
study was to explore how RP responded to schools that have hierarchal authoritarian
structure. In this case study, two schools were selected. One was urban, the other was
suburban. Both had about 600 students enrolled. At each school, 12 to 15 teachers
volunteered to participate in a 45-minute interview and regular observation of their
practice.
This study revealed that, despite the teachers and schools receiving similar
training, their implementation and view of RP were different (Vaandering 2013).
Vaandering (2013) suggested that this difference is a result of how restorative practice is
framed. Vaandering (2013) concluded that the leaders of the two schools framed RP in
the context of control and compliance with the aim to change inappropriate behavior.
Vaandering (2013) argued that this frame limits RP and that, more importantly, RP
should be framed in the relational based context. Vaandering (2013) shared contrasting
experiences and practices of two teachers who received training and implemented RP in
the classroom.
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Vaandering (2013) postulated that the teachers who framed RP as an engaged
pedagogy shared personal experiences they had as children and talked about academic or
social emotional challenges they had as a child in their journey to become a teacher.
Conversely, the teachers who framed RP as behavior management and control strategy
did not share personal challenges when describing the reason for becoming a teacher.
Instead they shared their personal strength and interests with working with youth.
Westervelt (2014) purported that some teachers become frustrated when they feel that
students are not receiving consequence/punishment for some infractions.
Both Lustick (2017) and Vaandering (2013) demonstrated in their studies that
reflecting on the current discipline practices in schools may be easy, however, changing
mindsets and implementing alternative practices and strategies for creating a safe and
supportive school climate is more challenging. This change in mindset is critically
important, especially for urban schools and schools with populations composed of
Blacks, Latinos, Native Americans and students with disabilities, the groups that are
negatively impacted by exclusionary disciplinary practices. It can be assumed that a
change in mindset would lead to full and most effective implementation of RP (Hopkins,
2003).
A study conducted by Payne and Welch (2011) explored whether the increase of
Black students in a school population impacted the use of RP techniques. Payne and
Welch’s study (2011) was designed to explore if the racial composition of a school
affected the use of exclusionary punishments such as expulsion, and in and out of school
suspension.
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Payne and Welch (2011) tested the following hypothesis: The proportion of Black
students in schools is positively related to the use of exclusionary disciplinary practices,
the use of suspension and the use of in-school suspension in those schools. Overall,
Payne and Welch (2011) found that schools with a greater proportion of Black students
used expulsion, suspension, and in-school suspension more often as methods for dealing
with students and misbehavior. Payne and Welch (2013) further explored the potential
bias of RP implementation by testing the hypothesis that the racial makeup of schools is
associated with the use of more punitive and less restorative discipline practices. Payne
and Welch (2011) explored if the racial composition of a school would affect the
implementation or use of the most common utilized restorative practice techniques,
which are conferences and circles. Payne and Welch (2011) tested five hypotheses, which
revealed that for every 1% increase in the number of the Black students, the odds of a
school using conferences to respond to misbehavior decreased by .05. Additionally, an
increase in the Black student population in schools reflected a decrease in the use of peer
mediation, restitution, and community service.
Proponents of RP have touted it as a viable alternative to exclusionary
disciplinary practice. Successful implementation of RP, however, requires a shift in
thinking from controlling and punishing student behavior to teaching, building, and
repairing relationships (Hopkins, 2003, p. 3). Successful implementation also requires
schools to fully adopt RP principles, which include structure and support, fairness and
respect for all. The motivation to shift may come from studies reflecting the success of
RP.
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Restorative Practice Intervention
The impact of RP on suspensions and office referrals has been reflected in some
studies. Research conducted by Anyon et al., (2016) in a large urban district of 90,546
students and 180 schools in Denver grew from the district goals to reduce the use of
exclusionary disciplinary practice while increasing the use of inclusionary practice such
as restorative intervention (RI). The study sought to discover the impact on the number of
disciplinary referrals and out of school suspension (OSS) after students’ participation in
one or more RIs in the first semester of the school year. Anyon et al. (2016) included
9,921 students in Grades K-12. The students in the study were students who received one
or more office discipline referrals during 2012-2013 school year. The sample number was
11% of the total population.
A disproportionate number of students represented in this percentage were
Blacks, Latinos, Native Americans, students from low income, and special needs
students. Black students were 15% of the population. However, Black students
represented 25% of the population with at least one suspension. White students’
disciplinary referrals and out school suspensions were lower. Anyon et al. (2016) showed
that Blacks, Latinos, Native Americans and students with disabilities who received a RI
consequence for the first semester had low office disciplinary referrals in the second
semester of the school year. These students were also less likely to receive an out of
school suspension in the second semester. The findings were consistent regardless of
race, socioeconomic and disabilities (Anyon et al., 2016).
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Summary
Noncompliant student behavior has been managed by a zero-tolerance policy and
exclusionary disciplinary practices in schools (American Psychological Association Zero
Tolerance Task Force, 2008). Exclusionary disciplinary practices have been used in ways
that have disproportionately affected Black, Latino, Native American, and students with
disabilities (Losen et al., 2015; Skiba et al., 2011). The disturbing data trends have raised
the concerns of officials in the education system (Balfanz et al., 2014; Schiff, 2013).
Some studies have suggested that exclusionary disciplinary practices negatively impact
student engagement, academic performance and could lead to poor school performance
with an increase in dropout rates (Georgy et al., 2010). Gilliam et al. (2016) pointed out
the impact of implicit bias leading to the use of subjective or objective judgment of
student behavior, creating the disparity in disciplinary referrals and suspensions (Skiba et
al., 2002).
Kindler (2011) suggested disciplinary referrals and suspension rates show that
racial disparities exist across schools rather than within schools. Other researchers have
pointed to multifactorial causes for racial and gender disparity in disciplinary referrals
and suspensions (Morrison & Skiba, 2001). Factors relating to the student’s
characteristics and how they interact with school’s policies, and the process and structure
of how they choose to discipline the students according to those policies were suggested
as the causes of the racial and gender disproportionality in school discipline (Skiba et al.,
2014). Despite the utilization of exclusionary disciplinary practices, Bracy’s (2010) study
suggested that students and staff did not feel any safer because of exclusionary
disciplinary practices. The troublesome exclusionary disciplinary practices data trend has
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led to the search for an alternative. RP has been touted as a solution to create a school
climate that is safe and engaging for all students. Building and repairing relationships and
community has been purported to be the way to achieve a safer and supportive school
environment (Fronius et al., 2016).
Vaandering (2013) argued that RP is more than behavioral strategies but rather a
relational philosophy that focuses on building and repairing relationships thus creating an
engaging environment to support academic success. Ortega et al., (2016) studied staff and
students experience and feelings after participating in restorative circles. They provided
evidence supporting the relational value of RP. This relational view of RP is difficult to
mandate and lacks organizational structure, thus successful implementation of RP in
schools will require teachers, school officials and the school community to internalize
key principles of RJ (Cameron & Thorsborne, 2001). A full implementation measure of
RP is not clearly defined, which means RP may be implemented differently in different
schools (Sellman et al., 2014). This uncertainty with implementation could lead to RP
being adopted as an extension to the existing exclusionary disciplinary practices in
schools.
Lustick (2017) and Vaandering (2013) examined how RP could replicate racial
disproportionality in traditional school discipline. This can happen when schools and staff
continue to be vested in the traditional discipline belief and structure that promotes
punishment (Lustick, 2017). When RP is utilized as an extension to the traditional
discipline structure, the disproportionality of RP becomes evident. Payne and Welch
(2013) provided evidence that showed when the Black student population increases in a
school, the use of RP decreases.
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Gregory et al. (2011) revealed that schools with an authoritative school structure
of high control and high support had the lowest suspension rates. Conversely, schools
with an authoritative characteristic, of high control and low support had the highest
suspension rate for Black and White students. Additionally, schools described as high
control and low support had the highest racial discipline disparity. McCold & Wachtel
(2001) described a school’s setting and structure that are high in control and low on
support as punitive in nature or modeled after exclusionary discipline practices.
Conversely, McCold & Wachtel (2001) described schools that have a setting and
structure that is high in control and high in support as restorative in nature. Chapter 3 will
present an overview of the methodology, data collection and data analysis that examines
the collegial circle component of restorative practice by those who are learning to
implement these practices.
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Chapter 3: Research Design Methodology
Introduction
This chapter provides an overview of the methodology, data collection, and data
analysis that examined the perceptions of school teams participating in RP professional
development. A qualitative phenomenological design was employed to get a better
understanding and perception of the experiences of participants in a professional
development initiative related to RP. The study examined participants’ descriptions and
understandings of professional development related to restorative practice (RP) and its
effectiveness in the K-12 school setting. The two research questions addressed are:
1. What is the purpose of RP in schools?
2. What changes, if any, have occurred in schools and classrooms where teams
are participating in RP professional development?
Research Context
This study was conducted in a large urban school district, Waterville City School
District (WCSD), in upstate New York. Waterville is a pseudonym for the actual school
district. Waterville City School District has a high percentage of Blacks, Hispanics, and
students with special needs (Elliot, 2017). The district has an enrollment of over 27,000
students in 50 schools. In terms of student demographics, 58% of the population is
African American, 28% is Hispanic or Latino, 10% is White, and 4% is Asian or Native
Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. Ninety-one percent of the students enrolled are
economically disadvantaged (Elliot, 2017).
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In 2014-2015, published statistics from the WCSD (Table 3.1) showed high
student suspension rates at 11,032 (NYSED, 2017). In Table 3.1, the number of incidents
do not correlate with the suspensions because one incident can result in multiple
suspensions.
Table 3.1
Suspension Summary – District Data Score Card
School Year

Incidents

Short
Term

Long
Term

In
School

Out of
School

In Alternate
Program

Total
Suspensions

2017-2018

7,114

7,068

476

3,824

3,317

403

7,544

2016-2017

7,583

7,632

560

4,433

3,263

496

8,192

2015-2016

11,892

10,204

833

5,790

4,517

730

11,037

2014-2015

12,153

10,416

616

6,889

3,648

495

11,032

Over the course of 4 years (Table 3.1), the district suspension data trend showed
an overall decrease. The school district adopted a number of changes between 2014 and
2018 in an effort to provide alternatives to exclusionary discipline interventions. The
district implemented an alternative to suspension and in-school suspension program. The
schools instituted social emotional programs such as Positive Behavior Intervention
System (PBIS) and RP. Although PBIS had been around for years, implementation was
inconsistent from school to school based on training, funding and overall staff buy-in
(NYSED, 2017). Additionally, a new code of conduct was passed; the district contracted
for comprehensive anti-racism training; and the budget for the last 2 years has included
additional money for social-emotional supports. Digging deeper into the student
discipline data from the 2015-16 school year, the data showed only pockets of progress,
with gains in some areas being offset by apparent regression elsewhere (NYSED, 2015).
54

The number of overall suspensions across the district decreased, however the numbers
conceal significant differences in suspension rates across buildings (NYSED, 2015). The
differences in schools’ suspension rates could depend upon the overall school culture and
beliefs about school discipline, socioeconomic, factors and the level of school resource
allocations for social emotional supports for students.
Research Participants
A purposive approach to sampling was undertaken and included teachers, social
workers, administrators, and other school staff who engaged in a professional
development initiative on RP. Participants were recruited using district interoffice email
and face-to-face meetings (Appendix A). The participants were selected based on their
particular school configuration of grades Pre-K-6, Pre-K-8, or Grades 9-12. There were
10 school teams participating in the district’s monthly RP professional development
sessions. Four teams were purposefully selected from the 10 teams participating in the
district’s monthly professional develop sessions. All participation was voluntary.
The four focus group teams consisted of teachers, administrators, social workers,
school psychologists and other support staff. The focus groups were made up of five to
nine participants from the four school level configurations of grades Pre-K -2, Pre-K-6,
Pre-K-8 and Grades 9-12. By being involved in RP professional development, the
selected member of groups share similar experiences, making them homogenous.
Homogenous groups who share relevant experiences will better yield a picture of that
experience (Mertens & Wilson, 2012).
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Consent/Confidentiality Assurance
Consent was requested from each member of the focus group team and the
director of the professional development (Appendix B). The consent form informed the
participant of the steps taken to protect their confidentiality and the integrity of their
responses. The participants received a copy of the consent form as a reminder and a
receipt. Pseudonyms were used as identifiers during the audiotaping of the focus group to
ensure anonymity and confidentiality. The researcher kept all audio recordings, hard
drive and transcriptions in a locked cabinet in a home office. The raw data files,
transcripts and field notes are stored on a password protected external hard drive and will
be kept for 3 years after the publication of the study at which point all materials will be
shredded and destroyed.
Data Collection Instruments
This study used three forms of data collection strategies: focus groups, RP
professional development documents, and field notes. Before the start of the initial
meeting as the participants enter the meeting room, information such as name, number of
months participating in PD, and, grade level or position was collected.
Focus group protocol. A focus group interview protocol was used to
complement the study’s research questions (Appendix C). Focus groups comprised of
four school teams consisted of five to nine people facilitated by the researcher. Focus
groups were used to encourage a variety of viewpoints on the topic of RP (Brinkmann &
Kvale, 2015). Focus groups are advantageous when there is interaction among the
interviewees and will likely yield rich information (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Focus
group questions were developed by the researcher using the RJ theoretical framework
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described in the work of Zehr, Amstutz, Macrae, and Pranis (2015). The focus group
questions (Appendix D) were kept short, open-ended and uncomplicated (Brinkmann &
Kvale, 2015).
The questions were pilot tested. A pilot test was conducted with a focus group
team not participating in the study. Pilot testing the questions can facilitate researcher
insights regarding its usefulness and the possible themes that may emerge (Mertens &
Wilson, 2012). The focus group questions were submitted to a RJ expert or trainer for
review and feedback. Roller and Larakas (2015) advised qualitative researchers to seek
consultation from experts to decide how constructs should be measured. Inter-rater
reliability was utilized to ensure accuracy of the data and process utilized in study. The
researcher worked with a restorative justice expert trainer to review and code the same
portion of the transcript collected from the pilot focus groups questions.
Interviews were conducted at the school site of each focus group for convenience
and consistency in collecting data (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Similarly, to ensure
accurate data collection, interviewing skills and techniques were consistent and enhanced
(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). The interview location was free of distraction where private
discussion could be held.
Field notes. The focus groups interviews were conducted live as opposed to a
streaming video or conference call. All interviews were recorded and transcribed
verbatim, two recorders were used to avoid a mechanical or technical problem. Recording
the interview also freed the interviewer to take field notes (Appendix E). According to
Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) the live interview setup, with the interviewee’s voice and
facial bodily expressions accompanying the statements, provides a richer access to the
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subjects’ responses than the transcribed text alone. The researcher took field notes during
and immediately after the focus groups, which were used to assist with analysis of
nonverbal body language. To present diverse perspectives, the researcher conducted
separate discussions with each focus group and then compared the information
(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015).
Restorative practice professional development documents. The researcher
reviewed documents that described the district’s RP professional development initiative
and the implementation process (Appendix F). The district’s professional development
restorative practice documents were used to illuminate the vision statement, goals, and
benchmark of the professional development initiative. The data that were gathered from
the district’s documents augmented the data gained from the focus groups interviews.
Procedures for Data Collection and Analysis
According to Saldana (2013), a code is a qualitative inquiry posed in a short word
or phrase using a symbol assigning a portion for language and visual data. This provided
meaningful data making sure that there was a connection with the findings. The research
questions are ontological, related to studying the nature of the participants’ realities
(Saldana, 2013). The data analysis was conducted in three phrases. First, descriptive
coding was utilized as a starting point to provide the researcher with codes or themes for
further investigation (Saldana, 2013). The descriptive coding involves closely reviewing
data and comparing similarities and differences (Saldana, 2013). Second, the researcher
utilized pattern coding to determine explanation and create inferences from emerging
themes. Pattern coding is process that can assist the researcher in identifying major
themes examining explanations in the data and identifying patterns of human
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relationship. Third, the researcher used code weaving, a strategy used to weave together
key code words and phrases into narrative form. In the third step, the researcher looked to
identify major themes in the data that addressed the research questions. Themes were
created from the quotes that were generated from the focus groups that appeared
frequently.
The data from each focus group were coded. Data from transcripts of the four
focus groups were constantly compared and analyzed. Utilizing the existing RJ
theoretical framework, the deductive process of coding was utilized. The inductive
process was used to identify potential themes that cut across the three focus groups. This
process of bringing together coded data illuminated variables that existed between each
focus group in their understanding of the purpose of RP, the implementation process, and
determining success of RP in K-12 school setting. The information gained from
documented description of the professional development, the success metrics, and
implementation activities were compared and triangulated with the responses of the
participants reported in the four focus groups (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007). The
process of triangulation is an essential step in legitimizing the analysis and finding of
qualitative research (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007)
The process for establishing and ensuring validity and trustworthiness is essential
to ensuring a quality of a qualitative research study (Creswell, 2013). In qualitative
research, the researcher is the primary instrument of data collection (Creswell & Poth,
2018). The researcher is currently a veteran principal in an elementary school in the
WCSD. With over 17 years’ experience as an administrator, the researcher has had to
face the challenge of deciding to suspend students or use other forms of disciplinary
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practices in school. The researcher’s school does not implement RP consistently and most
of the staff have different perceptions of its use and outcomes, which is the impetus for
this study. Given the positionality of the researcher, the researcher’s school was not a
participant in this study. Additionally, the researcher was cognizant of observer-expectant
bias in the data collected. This happens when the observer introduces bias to the study by
subtly communicating expectations causing the participants to alter their response
(Goldstein, 2011).
According to Creswell and Poth (2018), use of a validation process for assessing
the accuracy of the findings are best described by the researcher and the participants. This
validation process involves a combination of qualitative research strategies such as
extensive field time and the closeness of the researcher to participants. Creswell and Poth
(2016) acknowledged that there are many varieties of validation in qualitative research
and the researcher should choose the type of term that is most contented. Creswell and
Poth (2016) recommended “using multiple validation strategies regardless of the
qualitative approach” (p. 259). The framework of thought is that the researcher employs
accepted strategies to document accuracy. This study utilized strategies for validation in
qualitative research by applying the three different viewpoints: The researcher’s lens,
participant’s lens and reader’s or reviewer’s lens (Creswell & Poth, 2016).
Researcher’s lens. Validity was established by checking and seeking
participants’ feedback. Additionally, the researcher clarified any research bias as an
administrator in the field (Creswell & Poth, 2016).
Participant’s lens. The researcher built rapport with the participants and checked
for any misinformation. This was accomplished by becoming familiar with the
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participants, and the site of the study. By doing so, the researcher had a better insight of
the participants (Creswell & Poth, 2016).
Reader’s or reviewer’s lens. The researcher had a peer who is an expert on
restorative practice review the data and research process. As stated beforehand, the
researcher contacted an expert on the topic to review the semi-structured focus group
questions (Creswell & Poth, 2016).
Procedures
1. Preliminary steps

a. Obtained IRB approval from St. John Fisher College;
b. Finalized approval from WCSD for the participation of their teachers,
administrators, and other staff in the study;
a.

Met with WCSD restorative practice coach to help identify school
teams as focus groups; and

b. E-mailed (Appendix A) informed consent form to potential study
participants including teachers, administrators, social workers and
support staff.
2. Data collection preparation.
a. Piloted test questions with focus group not participating in the study;
and
b. After pilot test, revised the questions if necessary.
3. Data analysis.
a. Transcribed the recording of the focus groups;
b. Checked for inter-rater reliability;
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c. Analyzed and coded transcripts of the focus group using descriptive,
pattern coding and code weaving; and
d. Triangulated the data by analyzing WCSD documents relating to the
district’s professional development, field notes, and the focus group
responses.
The procedures listed solidify this study as a formal, rigorous scientific inquiry.
The structure allowed for reflection on the knowledge that is produced (Sale & Thielke
2018). These procedures enabled the researcher to be self-aware and self-critical in the
application of the scientific process (Sale & Thielke 2018). Using these procedures
allowed the qualitative researcher to reflect and acknowledge bias and how it influenced
the selection, collection and interpretation of data (Finlay, 2002).
Summary of Methodology
This qualitative, phenomenological study was conducted with focus groups from
four schools’ RP teams to explore participant perceptions of RP purpose, effectiveness,
and professional development and implementation strategies. This study was conducted
in a large urban school district in Western New York, using a qualitative approach to gain
insight in the experiences of restorative practices. This methodology is consistent with a
phenomenological approach, which focuses on the experiences of the individuals close to
the phenomenon (Creswell, 2017).
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Chapter 4: Results
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to examine how professional development
influences school staffs’ perceptions of restorative practices (RPs) and to identify the
prevalent restorative practices utilized in schools. The results address the study’s two
research questions, which are as follows:
1. What is the purpose of RP in schools?
2. What changes, if any, have occurred in schools and classrooms where teams are
participating in RP professional development?
In posing these questions, the researcher sought to examine the staffs’ perceptions
of the effectiveness of RP implementation and intervention strategies employed in K-12
school settings. The study gathered information on the unique experiences of staff in
four school settings. This chapter reports the themes that emerged from the perceptions
and voices of participants to identify and describe the phenomenon of RP (Mostakas,
2010). A letter representing the participants’ school, name and the line numbers in the
transcript identifies quotes from the participants. (e.g., A12-14)
To address the research questions, four focus groups were interviewed at four
school sites representing four different school grade level configurations. The focus
groups included a Pre-K-2, Pre-K-6, Pre-K-8, and 9-12 school grade level configurations.
Twenty-five school staff participated in total and pseudonyms were used to protect the
anonymity of the participating individuals, schools and the district.
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Participants in each focus group were asked questions from an interview protocol
(Appendix C). The interviews lasted from 50-60 minutes. All the interviews were audiorecorded and were transcribed verbatim. Field notes were hand written and reviewed. The
interview transcriptions were reviewed several times, codes and themes were formulated
and inputted on an Excel spreadsheet. First, paraphrases or meaning units were extracted
from the transcripts of all four focus group teams (Graneheim and Lundman, 2004). These
paraphrases or meaning units were selected based on their relation to each other in
addressing research questions 1 and 2 ( Graneheim and Lundman, 2004). Each paraphrase
or meaning unit was identified with a descriptive code. This process is identified as an open
coding process (Bengtsson, 2016). High frequency words were identified and themes and
subthemes were created from the codes.
Participants
The focus group teams from four school reflected a diverse collection of job titles.
Team size ranged from five to nine members. The focus group teams consisted of nine
classroom teachers, and eight special support teachers (SST). Special support teachers are
teachers who generally work with small groups of students pushing into the classrooms
or pulling students out of the classroom to provide service for identified needs. Speech
and reading teachers are some examples of SST. Three administrators (AD) were
represented and five social emotional support staff (SES), including a psychologist, a
counselor, and social workers, were represented in this study. See (Table 4.1) below.
In all, four schools participated and 25 individuals participated in the focus group
team interviews. The schools and the individuals on the teams were given pseudonyms.
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See (Tables 4.2) below. In addtion, (Tables 4.3) shows the number of years participants
on each team served in their positions.
Table 4.1
Demographics –School Focus Group Teams
Job Position –School Focus Group Teams
Job Position

A-Pre-K-6

B-Pre-K-8

Classroom Teacher (CT)

1

5

Special Support Teacher (SST)

3

Administrator (AD)
Social/Emotional Support (SES)

C-9-12

D- Pre-K-2

Total

1

2

9

1

1

3

8

1

0

1

1

3

0

0

2

3

5

Table 4.2
Pseudonyms Names of Schools and Participants
Schools
Ace-Pre-K-6

Administrators
(AD)
Alex (AD)

Baylor-Pre-K-8

Special Support
Teachers (SST)
Anna (SST)
Adam (SST)
Aria (SST)
Beth (SST)

Clay-9-12

Cara (AD)

Carol (SST)

Duke Pre-K-2

Denise (AD)

Daisy (SST)
Donna (SST)
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Classroom
Teachers (CT)
Alice (CT)
Bernice (CT)
Bruce (CT)
Ben (CT)
Bryan (CT)
Beta (CT)
Chloe (CT)
Dan (CT)
Dina (CT)
Deja (CT)

Social/Emotional
Support (SES)

Cindy (SES)
Cadi (SES)
Diana (SES)
Dawn (SES)
Day (SES)

Table 4.3
Years in Position –School Focus Group Teams
Years in Position

Ace Prek-6

Baylor Pre-k-8

Clay-9-12 Duke- Pre-k-2

Total

1-10

4

3

2

6

15

11-20

0

1

0

0

1

21-30

0

2

2

2

6

31-40

1

0

1

1

3

Data Analysis and Findings
Although the Waterville City School District professed to utilize RP, participating
in professional development related to RP was voluntary. In order to increase the use of
RP, the Waterville school district initiated districtwide professional development through
use of monthly collegial circles meetings. All schools in the district were invited to send
an established RP team to a monthly meeting as well as meet regularly in their respective
schools to share best practices. The initiative began in 2017 and is continuing. Because of
the voluntary nature of the initiative, regular participation in the collegial circles varied
from individual to individual and team to team.
The goal of the professional development is to facilitate an understanding and
appreciation of RP which is intended to foster growth and collaboration. Essentially, the
professional development goal is to develop a restorative school climate and culture. This
could be achieved by developing a restorative mindset in the school community.
Developing a restorative mindset in teachers, staff, students and families is intended by

66

the district to create opportunities to build develop, and repair relationships though the
use of restorative language and circles. Ten of forty-eight schools elected to participate in
the professional development in the district, although all schools were invited.
Results and Analysis for Research Question 1
The first research question was posed to explore the participants’ understanding
of RP. Research question 1 asked, “What is the purpose of RP in schools?” The
participants’ responses were coded and four themes emerged: (a) building relationships,
(b) hearing all voices, (c) providing an alternative and, (d) common understanding. The
researcher developed a table to identify and record the frequency of specific words used
in the participants’ responses. The data were first compiled and recorded from each
school’s focus group team and then combined for all schools’ focus group teams. The
data from the focus group teams were analyzed collectively to deduce themes and
subthemes. The process not only identified themes and subthemes, but also highlighted
differences that existed between schools. Below (Table 4.4) reflects the results of the
coding process.
Table 4.4
Themes & Subthemes for Research Question 1
Themes
building
relationships

Empathy

hearing all
voices

Equity

Providing an
Alternative

Subthemes
Restorative
Language
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Common
Understanding

Building Community

In interviews with the four school focus group teams, the participants’ responses reflected
four themes (Table 4.4). These themes suggested the purpose of restorative practice in
schools is to build relationships, include all voices, provide an alternative, and build
community. Four subthemes emerged in regard to the purpose of RP in schools. Those
subthemes included empathy, equity, restorative language, and common understanding.
The narrative responses that reflected the themes generated from all four focus group
teams are captured in the narrative that follows.
Theme 1: building relationships. The data captured are aligned with research
question 1, which examined the teams’ understanding of the purpose of RP in schools.
The teams from Ace Elementary School (Pre-K-6), Duke Primary School (Pre-K-2),
Baylor Elementary and Middle School (Pre-K-8) mentioned the term building
relationships, most often across teams in responding to research question 1. Clay Senior
High School (9-12) referred to building relationships least often compared to the other
schools. The emphasis on relationships is aligned with RP being viewed as a more
proactive approach to preventing harm and conflict in schools. The information collected
from Ace Elementary School echoed this idea of building relationships. Alex, an
administrator at Ace, disclosed, “I think that positive relationships matter, if you're going
to be restorative, you've got to have that common bond” (A12-14). Anna, a special
education coach at Ace, expressed agreement with the statement, “I absolutely agree
about the relationships, you can’t go anywhere without that first point” (A15-18).
Bernice, a classroom teacher from Baylor Elementary, proclaimed, “My understanding is
[that] the core of restorative practices is building relationships” (B8-11). Diana, a
psychologist at Duke Primary School, declared, “RP is all about relationship building.
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Studies have shown, the more relationship building, the better the relationships, the more
the students will perform both academically, and social emotionally. There is just no
doubt about it” (D32-36).
Daisy, a technical support teacher also at Duke Primary, added, “I just love the
relationship building. You cannot learn unless there are relationships” (D69-74). Diana,
the school psychologist, concluded by stating, “Building relationships is the building of
trust, so that if something happens, it can be dealt with in a non-punitive manner” (D3436). The participants’ responses suggest that building and repairing relationships is the
core of RP.
Subtheme 1: empathy. Empathy is a subtheme that emerged from the discussion
of relationships. The research participants shared that empathy, the ability to see beyond
one’s self, is essential in laying the foundation to creating strengthen and repairing
relationships. Focus group teams from schools Ace, Baylor and Duke emphasized the
importance of developing empathy in their comments as it related to building
relationships. Anna, a special education coach, shared the importance of developing
empathy noting, “I think one of the powerful parts about the restorative practice is
recognizing how you are impacting others” (A50- 53).
Classroom teacher Bernice also described developing empathy as a key
component of building relationships. “My understanding is to promote relationships
between everybody and I think to really understand how what we do affects other people
and how this understanding can lead to the change of negative behavior” (B12-15). Day,
a social worker from Duke Primary School, shared,
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I think, just some of the stories that were being shared during our restorative
training, are things that people would not normally tell you. You get to a deeper,
richer content, and that helps you see from someone else's perspective, things they
have gone through and to appreciate people's differences. (D18-26)
Focus group team members from Clay Senior High School did not directly refer to
empathy in their responses, instead their responses centered on mutual peace. Creating
mutual peace may require some empathy. The participants’ responses suggest that the
strength in building and repairing relationship is in the ability to see and feel beyond
one’s self.
Theme 2: hearing all voices. Clay Senior High School referred to relationships
less than all the other schools. Clay School was more focused on the theme of “hearing
all voices,” and emphasized creating mutual peace rather than building relationships.
Less focus on relationships and more focus on hearing all voices could indicate a more
reactive approach to harm and conflict. The dialogue from the members of Clay Senior
School addressed the purpose of RP as opportunity to hear all voices, particularly after
harm had been inflicted or conflict had occurred. For example, Cindy, a counselor from
Clay, shared, “Parties engaged in a conflict needed to feel equally heard and respected”
(C12-13). Cara, an administrator from Clay, confirmed this assertion “Just to add on not
only that individuals are heard and respected, but just to think that whatever the issue is
or concern is that it's being heard and voiced and that it matters” (C30-39). Carol, a
literacy specialist from Clay added, “Our main objective in many situations is mutual
peace and cooperation amongst both parties.”
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In addition to building relationships, Ace Elementary (Pre-K-6), Baylor
Elementary/Middle (Pre-K-8) and Duke Primary (Pre-K-2) schools also described the
purpose of RP as “hearing all voices,” which could be considered a reactive approach to
addressing harm and conflict. Alice, a classroom teacher from Ace, asserted, “You are
hearing everyone’s voice, everyone got to say their piece” (A31-36). Alice also shared
the following as she described justice in the context of restorative:
I think justice is knowing that everyone got to say their piece and it's not always the
result that everyone wants it to be… you’re not always going to get a clear answer,
justice is knowing that everyone's voice was heard. (A31-36)
Bruce, a math teacher from Baylor Elementary, shared, “Justice is kind of like a fairness,
like everyone has an equal say in saying how they were affected by something. It has to
be both people understanding what the resolution is and it's agreed upon together” (B4049). Ben, a classroom teacher from Baylor, added, “I think there's like a big opportunity
in RP to like hopefully create more justice because it has the potential of like being an
equalizer” (B53-56). Denise, a school administrator at Duke Primary, described her
school to be inclusive in the decision-making process. She shared that the community
partners, parents, and staff, are invited to the table to collectively make decisions. She
described RP as ensuring that every voice is heard, everybody gets a chance to share, to
build more collaborative and cohesive teams. Donna, a technical support teacher from
Duke, asserted, “I am amazed to see students as young as 3 years or 4 years old become
leaders and, develop a voice” (D76-78). Donna goes on to explain, “Every student's voice
is heard in the classrooms. It is just amazing to see these tiny voices being heard so
loudly” (D80-81). The participants’ responses suggest that “hearing all voices” could be
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considered a reactive approach to addressing harm and conflict and that it is important
that individuals know that what they say, think or feels matter. The participants’
responses suggested that the goal of hearing all voices is to create mutual peace and
acceptance.
Subtheme 2: equity. The importance of “equity” was a subtheme that emerged
within the theme of “hearing all voices”. All school teams stressed the need for
establishing the opportunity for fairness and respect for differences. Classroom teacher
Ben proclaimed, “Equity is needed particularly in a system where certain behaviors and
certain people have different privileges” (B30-39). Administrator Denise reported, “RP
gives our students a chance to appreciate other cultures and be respectful of the
differences that their peers bring to the classroom” (B18-26). Chloe, a classroom teacher
from Clay Senior School, stated, “RP implementation creates a better understanding of
why things happen the way that they do, why discipline or actions have occurred because
of certain injustices and why they seem to be unequal” (C40-60). Classroom teacher Ben
explained how RP could be a solution to unfairness and has the potential of being an
equalizer. Ben stated, “Equity is needed particularly in a system where certain behaviors
and certain people have different privileges” (B53-56). The participants’ responses
highlighted the importance of equity as it relates to hearing all voices. The participants’
responses suggested that equity creates the opportunity to respect and value diversity.
Theme 3: providing an alternative. In addressing the purpose of RP in schools,
the research participants suggested that RP provides an alternative to negative
connotation and effects of punishment and discipline. The participants suggested that RP
is a collaborative process that uncovers the root cause of a conflict and attempts to make
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things right. The participants suggested that it is important to understand the process to
avoid the expectation and the desire for punishment and retribution.
The research participants shared that the focus of RP is on making harmful or
conflicting situations right. Adam, an intervention teacher from Ace Elementary,
expressed the importance of defining the term justice in the context of restorative justice.
Adam goes on to describe his view of justice when he said, “justice is asking students and
staff and everyone really, how to make that situation right if you do make a mistake and
to see the impact that it has on everyone rather than maybe just that one individual”
(A40-42).
The research participants disclosed the importance of uncovering root causes and
understanding the root causes of behaviors to avoid utilizing punitive responses to harm
or conflict. Classroom teacher Ben shared the purpose of RP in schools. Ben described
RP as a strategy to get the students to deal with their behaviors in a different way. He
explained that making negative consequences should not be the only experience students
get whenever they cut up. Ben added, “The purpose of RP is to try to get to the root, the
cause of a conflict and to work towards fixing the conflict together” (B30-39). Music
teacher Bryan shared, “RP tries to help the kids focus on different ways to solve their
behavior and their situations” (B40-60).
The research participants shared the importance of diminishing the expectation
and the desire for punishment and revenge while increasing the ability to understand
harm and conflict. In addressing, the purpose of RP, counselor Cindy spoke about her
understanding of RP. “I'm thinking that we don't always get what we want out of it but
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we get a better understanding of the process and conflict” (C26-31). Classroom teacher
Dan asserted,
Restorative practice is giving kids that extra way to express themselves, instead of
turning conflict into something punitive, doing something where the kids can get
an understanding from each other. Not necessarily, they agree with everything,
but they're working towards some type of understanding (D12-17).
The participants shared the importance of RP being a collaborative process. A
process that invited individuals to develop trust and take ownership of the restorative
process. Donna, a technical support teacher form Duke Primary, stated the importance of
teaching children and families a system/process for solving conflict. Donna explained,
“Children and families needed to trust the RP process to successfully diminish the desire
for punishment” (D100-107). Dawn, a social worker, described restorative practices as an
alternative approach to punitive response to conflict. Dawn explained that RP means that
any harm to the community is owned together collectively by the community. Dawn
asserted, “When somebody is offended, we say, if you are sad, I am sad, so how can we
make this right together. It is not you did it, or he did it, or she did it” (D151-154).
Psychologist Diana added, “A person who either harmed, or did the harm is invited in so
that the hurt can be resolved collectively and peacefully” (D163-170).
Research participants disclosed that the purpose of RP is to be able to get
students, teachers and administrators to respond to harm, wrongdoing, or conflict in a
collaborative manner. The goal of RP is to seek to repair, build and maintain
relationships; this is an alternative to the punitive approach that is often used. Overall,
this restorative view and practice of justice is in contrast to a punitive view and practice
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of justice (Hermann, 2017). The participants’ responses appear to suggest that the
alternative restorative approach to harm, wrongdoing, and conflict yields a benefit to all
involved.
Administrator Alex concluded, “We don't want to be punitive all the time. We
want to be understanding of the kid, hear, and critique their side, and come to a common
ground that way we can all move forward” (A74-75). Classroom teacher Alice shared the
need to teach alternative strategies: “I'm trying to teach appropriate social skills to my
students, so it's really . . . it's like a very hard balance for me . . . like they're missing
social skills”( A37-40). Administrator Alex explained how social skills could help the
students. Alex explained that the students’ skills are taken for granted. He explained that
the students come to school with skills but the need to gain confidence in themselves so
that they can advocate for themselves in the right way using restorative language to help
resolve issues when they do arise. The participants shared that RP is an alternative no
punitive means of resolving conflict or repairing the harm. The participants’ touted RP as
a collaborative process that provide alternative means of expressing one’s concerns with
the goal of building and repairing relationship.
Subtheme 3: restorative language. Restorative language is a subtheme nestled
under the alternative approach to punishment. Interviews with study participants
suggested that restorative language is foundational to building, and repairing
relationships and community. The participants talked about the importance of teaching
social skills through the use of restorative language. Participants asserted that restorative
language would help students gain confidence to advocate for themselves in the right
way. Daisy, a technical support teacher from Duke, disclosed, “In this building, we do a
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lot of restorative language. At least from what I have seen, there is a lot of restorative
language going on in the Pre-K as well as in the classrooms” (D 243-245). Beth, an
English for Speakers of Other Languages teacher (ESOL), explained that she is trying to
teach and promote to students the use of restorative language in everyday life in addition
to its use for solving problems.
The research participants described tools and strategies that guide and encourage
the use of restorative language such as problem solving mats and restorative circles.
Problem solving mats are mats that can be place on the floor or desk. Restorative
statements and questions are printed on the mats and provide a prompt to guide in
navigating the restorative process. Classroom teacher Ben described how they utilized
problem-solving mats where the kids can read the restorative questions, “How do you
feel? Why you feel that way? What can you do together to resolve the problem?” (B289291). Technical support teacher Daisy shared that the mats are used to guide students in
utilizing restorative language. Daisy stated, “Rather than saying what did you do, we're
hearing more like what happened” (D 30-39). The mats enable the students to
successfully lead and participate in the RP process. Classroom teacher Ben summarized
the purpose of the problem–solving mat, “So it comes down to, how can we fix this?
How can we do this together?” (B292-294). ESOL teacher Beth shared the frequency
that restorative language and or peace circles is used in her school. “We have peace
circles that happened in the classrooms and some of them are daily, some are every other
day, or at least once a week, in most, classrooms” (B78-82). The participants’ responses
suggested that restorative language is foundational to building, and repairing
relationships, which creates a common understanding and builds community.
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Theme 4: common understanding. The participants from all four groups
expressed the need to develop a common understanding of RP. Adam, an intervention
teacher, declared, “RP implementation looks different in each grade level” (A106-107).
Special education coach Anna shared, “the way RP looks depends on the classroom and
grade level” (A107-108). At Clay 9-12, grade level classroom teacher Chloe described
the difference between the ninth grade academy and Grades 10, 11, and 12. She
explained that the ninth grade academy operates like a family meaning that the students
stay together most of the time with a few teachers working collaboratively. Chloe
explained that in Grades 10, 11, and 12 the students are split up among many teachers
and all teachers are not on board working collaboratively in support of RP. In discussing
the lack of consistency of RP implementation, Aria a speech language teacher from Ace
Elementary school shared, “RP implementation is an immediate priority that need to be
consistently implemented within the school” (A165-168). Classroom teacher Alice
shared, “I don’t actually think it is implementation, I think people’s understanding of
what restorative is” (A5-6). Intervention teacher Adam asserted, “I think just everyone
having a common understanding of what restorative practice really looks like and sounds
like, and then we could maybe build to make it more of a universal thing, but just having
those common beliefs” (A8-11). Special Education coach Anna shared, “I agree with
having a basic understanding” (A12-14). Anna disclosed, “There is definitely a
misunderstanding of what [RP] is and how it pay[s] and its value” (A15-18). Classroom
teacher Alice stated, “There are lots of misconceptions of RP as a whole and this affect
implementation process” (A26-28).
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Participants shared the need to have a clear understanding and system/ process to
implement RP. Classroom teacher Bruce shared, “I think we need a clear system of how
to like make it happen so that everyone has to be on the same page” (B130- 143). Bruce
went on to say, “I think what we want is the ability to have the kids or the teachers or the
administrators be able to bring about the understanding of the importance of acting in a
way that is acceptable” (B130-143). Technical support teacher Donna shared, that the win
–lose dichotomy is taken away once children and families learn that structure/system for
solving conflict restoratively. Donna explained that families and staff will need to trust
the process.
Classroom teacher Chloe stated, “I’ve been here since they started to implement
restorative justice and the first wave of implementation was very touchy-feely kum ba ya
and people who aren't comfortable with that, they just said that's not for me” (C123-131).
Chloe explained that over time people gained a better understanding of RP and were
more willing to participate and trust the process. Technical support teacher Donna
described RP as a way of life. Donna explained that it took her a while to understand,
especially after 20 or 30 years of teaching. Donna shared, that people who are not
familiar with RP practice outside of the school community assume that RP means letting
people get away with stuff. Social worker Dawn talked about the importance of the
change in mindset needed to create that common understanding and develop trust in the
RP process.
Participants’ responses during the interviews suggested that developing a
common understanding is the foundation for creating trust, and that this is a key
ingredient for the successful implementation of RP. Speech language teacher Aria
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shared that knowing who utilized RP opens the door to building trust and community in
a school environment. Aria proclaimed, “I want to be able to trust that everyone
involved will use a restorative practice as opposed to a punitive measure” (A103-104).
Administrator Alex shared that he would like to see RP implementation carry over in
different situations and places in school rather than just when the students are with their
primary teacher. He explained that the break down in implementation and
communication happens when the students are with adults other than their primary
teacher. ESOL teacher Beth shared that there is a lack of consistency in implementation
in her building. The research participants’ responses indicated that this lack of
consistency is a result of the misunderstanding and the need for developing common
understanding.
Subtheme 4: building community. In addressing the purpose of restorative
practices in schools, the study participants expressed the role RP has played in building
or maintaining a positive school community. Donna a technical support teacher
explained, “I think one of the benefits of RP is it can change the culture of the school”
(D5-11). Donna went on to explain, “Particularly in a school where children are having
many social emotional difficulties” (D5-11). Donna explained that RP can make a school
a safer place for not only students but for staff and families. Administrator Denise stated,
“I view restorative practices as either enhancing a school culture that is already doing
great, or either rebuilding a school culture that has gone through some school climate
changes” (D18-26).
Research participants shared the importance of listening to students and valuing
what students have to offer, creating a more caring environment. Administrator Denise
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mentioned that RP has given a voice to students, staff and parents. Additionally, the twoway communication between individuals using RP has given all involved a better
understanding of each other. Denise explained that teachers and staff have become more
culturally aware in understanding the value of students and their families and what they
bring to school.
Psychologist Diana revealed that schools that are more culturally responsive have
a family atmosphere. Diana explained that her school has been culturally responsive for
the past 2 years with the implementation of RP. Classroom teacher Ben stated the
importance of building community by teaching students to respect other people's opinions
and values and appreciate them.
The research participants shared how teaching RP skills not only builds
community but increases leaders’ skills. Social worker Cadi explained that students were
trained in RP and were given the opportunity to deliver a PD with the staff. Daisy, a
technical support teacher, disclosed, “Instead of a culture of followers, we are creating a
culture of leaders” (D18-26). Daisy shared how amazing it is to see students as young as
3 years or 4 years old become leaders. Daisy concluded, “RP not only builds
relationships with the students, colleagues, and parents as a whole, it creates a learning
environment” (D69-74). Dina, a classroom teacher form Duke Primary School stated,
“I’ve been able to see children's relationship develop between each other, even as young
[Kindergarten] (D62-68).” Administrator Denise stated, “RP provides the opportunity for
a win-win situation. “It's just a healthier perspective and it just feels better as a person”
(D100-107). Denise explained that the school is so much more a happy peaceful
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environment when children are engaged in conflict resolution. She went on to express
that the anger and tension is gone once people invest in doing it consistently.
Results and Analysis for Research Question 2
The second research question was crafted to identify changes that occurred, if
any, in schools or classroom as result of staff participation in RP professional
development. Although some participants mentioned some changes, the changes that
were mentioned were narrowly spread throughout the school community and schools.
Intervention teacher Adam suggested that RP implementation correlated to improved
students’ school satisfaction score on a survey, which is linked to improve student
attendance. Adam asserted that the survey revealed that students came to school because
the school was a safe space, which made them feel loved, cared for and challenged.
Adam concluded, “Honestly one of the most important data that I look at is attendance,
because that tells so much” (A331-335).
Cadi, a social worker from Clay Senior High School, shared, “our building
restorative practices, are reflecting in our suspensions. Our rates have gone down
drastically. But also the climate in the building have improved” (C58-59). Cadi added,
“Classrooms in the upper grades using RP have shown improvements in behavior,
interaction, attendance and these kids’ voices are heard” (C119-121). Administrator Alex
said, “looking at our school, our suspensions for the year, we have 35 suspensions, 13 out
of school, the rest are in school, whereas before RP was implemented we’d be in the
hundreds” (A69-77). The changes shared by the participants were narrow in scope,
meaning the participants shared mostly pockets of changes that were observed and
experienced within schools and across schools. However, three themes and subthemes did
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emerge from the interview responses to research question 2 (Table 4.5). “What changes, if
any, have occurred in schools and classrooms where teams are participating in RP
professional development?” Although themes emerged, and some changes were
acknowledged, the research participants mostly acknowledged the implementation
challenges that they encountered. The themes that emerged included: (1) lack of staff
participation/ buy in, (2) lack of consistency, and (3) lack of time. The subthemes that
emerged were student buy in, mindset changes and trust.
Table 4.5
Themes & Subthemes for Research Question 2
Themes
staff participation/ buy- in

lack of time

lack of consistency

Sub Themes
student buy-in

mindset change

trust

Theme 1: staff participation/buy-in. In addressing research question 2, the
theme that emerged was the lack of “staff participation/buy-in”. Participants’ responses to
research question 2 reflected their frustration with the lack of staff buy in and
participation in restorative practice professional development. ESOL teacher Beth
disclosed that she is discouraged by the lack of collegial buy-in that she witnesses. She
explained that lack of buy in/ commitment from colleagues makes RP difficult or almost
impossible for her to implement. Literacy specialist Carol from Clay Senior High School
asserted, “The main thing we are struggling with is the issue of buy-in, some people don't
buy in and this is evident by many differences, non-restorative ways they interact with
students and adults” (C114-118). Classroom teacher Ben talked about their in school
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suspension room and the failure of staff to use restorative language. “The fact that
language that is not restorative is even being spoken by staff and the kids are repeating
this language speaks clearly to the lack of buy-in and restorative intentions” (B184-192).
Participants shared the desire for more buy in and dedicated time for PD.
Administrator Alex talked about the desire for more staff to attend a monthly professional
development session, facilitated by the district’s RP coach Holly. Classroom teacher Ben
talked about a small group of staff taking on the responsibility of acquiring RP
knowledge. Ben explained that the small group is charged with providing RP
information to the rest of the staff. The research participants disclosed that the small
number of volunteers and time constraints makes it difficult to execute professional
development. Classroom teacher Ben shared that time and buy in have been factors in
their inability to deliver PD to their building. Ben explained that there are only four
persons involved and they have only been able to share information on an individual
basis. Music teacher Bryan stated, “We have a small group, participating in brief talks
every month, but in terms of sharing out to the school, it hasn't happened. Time,
scheduling and interest have been the issues” (B231-232). Special education coach Anna
asserted, “Our hope has been we leave our monthly meeting with the goal of talking to
our grade level teams, but that has not happened due to time and scheduling priorities”
(A228-229).
Despite the frustration of time and commitment levels, three of the four focus
group teams expressed hope for RP buy-in and PD. Social worker Cadi shared, “the more
we've stuck with it and implemented it, the more people are coming on board. I have had
people who were adamantly against it actually join our restorative team this year and
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we're like “who?” (C132-142). Speech language teacher Aria revealed, that buy-in is a
challenge because of the lack of time to explore RP as group. She explained that teachers
and staff are so busy worrying about lesson plans and raising test scores that they fail to
be restorative.
Social worker Cadi explained that the information disseminated at RP
professional development is amazing and needs to be shared with the whole school. Cadi
asserted that RP professional development is eye opening and has the potential to provide
clarity to what RP can do for schools. Cadi explained that she would love to see more
restorative PD conducted in her school building.
Subtheme 1: student buy-in. The subtheme of “student buy-in” is tied to theme
staff participation/buy-in. Participants reported that over time student buy-in of RP has
increased. Participants also shared that RP has resulted in sense of connection for
students and, once exposed to RP, students are reluctant to give it up. Special education
classroom teacher Alice asserted, that at the beginning of the year her students would
scream when confronted with conflict. She concluded that screaming was not part of a
disability but a learned behavior because the students would look at her for a reaction.
Alice shared that since being exposed to RP her students have shown growth in how they
respond to conflict. Special education classroom teacher Bernice disclosed that her
students would ask to do circles. "We haven't done one in a day or so. Can we do our
circle?”(B112-114). Bernice explained that one of her students who was the biggest
bully, the problem behavior, was the one who always wanted to share the most and to
lead the peace circle. Bernice added that her special needs students choose to only work
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with certain adults and that her students would pitch a fit if they had to work with a staff
member that is not restorative.
Social worker Cadi suggested that student buy in is result of students and staff
feeling more connected. She further explained that students feel more a part of a
community. Cadi shared an example of student buy in, “We actually had a situation today
where students were trying to talk it out instead of going to fighting” (C91-95).
Administrator Alex revealed that students are displaying a sense of empathy that they
didn’t displayed at the beginning of the year and this is one of the goals of RP and a
demonstration of student buy in. Administrator Denise disclosed how she helped students
build empathy for a student who was reentering a classroom from a timeout. She invited
the student’s classmates to share something really nice about him. All the students were
motivated and shared really nice things about their classmate. Classroom teacher Ben
shared that his students have learned and readily taken initiative using the problem
solving restorative mats on their own. Ben considered the students’ initiative to be a big
accomplishment for his students
Classroom teacher Bruce also stated that many students come in with so much
armor but with the little circles, they do each day that armor is slowly falling off. Bruce
added that as a school there is still a lot of growing to do suggesting that the students are
buying into the restorative process. Classroom teacher Dina spoke from a preschool
perspective. Dina explained that they start teaching students social/emotional skills from
the very beginning. She explained that their students who are nonverbal don’t have the
experience with conversation so they use pictures to identify their own feelings by
looking at faces. These faces help them identify what happened. The students are asked
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how does a face look or how do they feel. Dina described the students to be very engaged
in learning the pictures. Literacy specialist Carol disclosed that when they first started RP
it was staff initiated, but after a few years, it has become more students initiated. Carol
reported that students are requesting to sit and talk restoratively. Participants’ responses
suggest that students’ buy-in to RP is strong. Participants’ responses implied that over
time students become partners by taking initiative to be restorative. Students taking the
initiative may alleviate some of the time burden and concerns expressed by the research
participants.
Theme 2: the lack of time. “Lack of time” for instruction, professional
development, and social emotional support is what emerged from the participant
responses as they discussed aspects of research question 2. Although participants could
cite some success in the implementation process, they expressed a tension between the
need to improve academic performance and their desire to implement RP. Intervention
teacher Adam revealed that RP has not been given the time it needs because of the many
initiatives that they had to roll out since the beginning of the school year.
Math teacher Bruce described his time dilemma. Bruce explained that basically
they have a choice of spending 15 minutes solving a problem and 5 minutes teaching.
Bruce described his feeling and frustration of not getting anything done and not having
the answer. Classroom teacher Chloe talked about the dilemma of choosing between
instruction and social emotional needs. Chloe explained, “RP takes time away from
instruction with the amount of things that we have to get through in the curriculum and
the time needed to build and repair relationships” (C176-177).
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The tension of time between instruction and RP appeared to tighten for teachers
of subjects such as physical education, art, music, and library. Intervention teacher Adam
described how his school changed the schedule to dedicate more time for test preparation
as opposed to the social emotional development aspects of RP. Adam disclosed that they
needed to take some of that time from 9:30 to 10:30 and make it an intervention period.
Adam stated, “Preparing the kid for upcoming tests becomes a priority, rather [than
taking] time to work on the social development of our students” (A272-276).
Administrator Alex explained that RP PD competes with other PDs and meetings, and is
impacted by schools’ start and end times. Alex suggested that RP implementation
requires time taken away from instructional delivery and instructional PD.
Subtheme 2: mindset change. A subtheme that emerged from “lack of time” is
“mindset change”. Some of the participants verbalized how RP was time consuming. In
the focus group interviews, several of the participants talked about their own personal
backgrounds, and experiences in relation to RP. Participants shared how it was a struggle
to help implement RP at first because it wasn't what they were used to. It was a mindset
shift.
Social worker Cadi talked about how restorative professional development has
helped her change perspective on how she viewed discipline in her building. She
explained that it was new to her to include having someone who's had an offense be a
part of coming up with a solution and making repair. Administrator Cara acknowledged
her mindset change and its impact on discipline. Cara explained that suspension is no
longer her first choice when disciplining students. Instead, she is more inclined to sit and
talk with students to get the ideas about things and hear from all parties involved.
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Some participants suggested that one of the things that came out of the PD is that
RP is really a lifestyle, the way you do things. One participant shared how RP is used
daily as part of her life and because it was easier for her to accept the principles and
language of RP.
Administrator Alex described the personal nature of RP, “Overall, restorative
practices has just helped me become a better person. It has made me reflect on myself, to
be a better educator, husband, friend, and spouse” (A165- 167). Classroom teacher Alice
also explained the personal effect of RP. “I've applied it to my own life, like my personal
life not my school life because like, it's both” (A168- 169). Alice gave an example of RP
personal use. Alice describe a restorative conversation she had with her two and half
year old niece. “I had a full verbal conversation, like I knew she understood what I was
saying” (A170-173). Technical support teacher Donna disclosed, that she has close to 20
years of experience and she recently decided to look at and do something different. She
explained that using restorative statements really helps students as well as herself. The
participants’ responses suggested that implementing RP requires a mindset change. A
mindset change would make RP more seamless and in alignment with every day personal
and professional decisions and practices. Essentially a mindset change would create the
foundations for consistency in RP implementation.
Theme 3: lack of consistency. The research participants expressed the
importance of “consistency” to achieve successful implementation. During the focus
group interviews, participants’ responses suggested that some staff were implementing
RP and some staff were not. In addition, participants questioned the fidelity of the
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implementation. Further, the participants’ responses suggested that there is a lack of
accountability for implementation.
Administrator Alex proclaimed, “I'd like to see it carry over in different situations
rather than just when they're with their primary teachers, because we're noticing a lot of
the times the breakdown with communication occurs when they’re with other adults”
(A116-119). ESOL teacher Beth explained, “The expectation is that everybody does RP,
but they’re not. The idea is that we do RP regularly, but there isn't any accountability”
(B285-288). Classroom teacher Bruce shared; there is a lack of consistency in how the
students are treated when they are assigned to the in-school suspension room. Bruce
shared that protocol is not clear and there needs to be more communication and
understanding.
Participants suggested that the implementation of RP looks different from grade to
grade and school level. ESOL teacher Beth described what RP looks like in a Pre-K-8
grade school, “The upper grades have set times for every week where they are doing their
circles. But a lot of the younger, the lower grades, it's kind of hit or miss if they do them
or not” (B88-90). At the 9-12 high school level, classroom teacher Chloe described the
challenge of implementing RP. Chloe explained students in high school are scheduled to
attend eight to nine different classrooms for 40 minutes, which means they have to
interact with so many different adults. She explained that the interaction with so many
adults makes it difficult to create consistency. Chloe concluded that it is her hope to
create structure that would make it more conducive and consistent across the board for
students in the high school setting.
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It interesting to note that although all the focus groups mentioned concerns with
consistency only one group expressed despair in the implementation process and the
viability of RP as it related to consistency. The focus group from the Pre-K-8 school that
expressed despair was the only group that did not have an administrator represented on
the team. Classroom teacher Bernice proclaimed, “No, I do not see RP working if they're
not doing it everywhere, it's not consistent” (B182-183). Music teacher Bryan explained
that at the beginning of the school year the staff was on the same page, motivated and
participating in restorative activities, but the motivation and participation diminished with
each passing day into the school year and staff began to do their own thing at the school.
ESOL teacher Beth asserted, “I think that . . . we're trying to use consistency throughout
the building, but I don't think we're there yet. We would like to say it is school wide but it
is not” (B96-103).
Subtheme 3: trust. Trust is a subtheme of lack of consistency. What emerged
from the participants’ responses was that trust needs to develop between all involved for
successful implementation of RP. However, trust will need time to grow through
experiences. Administrator Cara talked about a teacher who was not familiar with RP.
Cara explained that the teacher had not developed trust in the restorative process. This
lack of trust was evident when the teacher brought his union representative to a
restorative circle with a student. Social worker Day disclosed that allowing oneself to be
vulnerable is the key to building trust and relationships. Day stated, “When you're able to
be vulnerable with each other, you have a different level of respect for each other” (D4047). Administrator Alex explained the steps his school took to develop trust and
understanding among teachers and staff. Alex explained that building trust is an ongoing
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intentional process that takes time and this was something that the school was able to do
for a two-week period over the summer. Alex explained that at the start of the school
year, the school was faced with other demands resulting in the failure to continue the
activities meant to grow and sustain trust. Intervention teacher Adam asserted, “We all
have responsibilities, but I think unfortunately that came at the cost to us, building that
trust and those strong relationships with our staff” (A94-96).
Administrator Alex talked about developing trust at the fourth-grade level and the
necessity to achieve this at all grade levels. Alex talked about how he witnessed the
fourth grade team becoming more comfortable over time utilizing each other’s strengths.
Alex explained that he didn’t witness this level of trust at the other grade levels. Speech
language teacher Aria asserted, “I want to be able to trust that other teachers and staff in
our school will use RP as opposed to punitive measures in their daily practice (A103104).” The participants’ responses suggested that having consistency builds trust which is
a key ingredient for successful implementation of RP.
Professional Development Documents Review
Data gained from the focus groups were compared with the goals and the
implementation process reflected in professional development documents. The vision of
the school district’s restorative practice professional development team reads, “We
envision schools where peace, equity, social justice and academic excellence are
achieved through a collaborative effort of all school community members to engage in
restorative practices in order to build relationships, repair harm and wrongdoing, as well
as to learn from one another.” The mission statement document reads: “The RocRestorative Team partners with schools, families and community organizations
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committed to the study and implementation of restorative practices by building
relationships, coaching, applying research base tools and reflectively planning for
change” (Appendix F).
The document (Appendix F) describes the district’s restorative team mission and
vision as a compass not a map, explaining that RP is an invitation to engage in dialogue
and exploration of social change. The document suggested building RP from the bottom
up using the unique strength of the communities. However, Cameron and Thorsborne
(1999) recommended the most effective way to implement RP is a top-down, bottom-up
approach, suggesting that grassroots efforts are just as important to RP implementation
efforts.
According to documents review, the district’s restorative team has made the
commitment to providing ongoing coaching and professional support to individuals and
schools. This support is offered through on-site coaching; monthly school based
restorative team meetings and monthly Professional Learning Community meetings. The
purpose of the on-site coaching is to work with teachers and staff to build community in
their classrooms, assist in facilitating reengagement circles after discipline or
suspensions, and to facilitate restorative conversations among staff to support the
school’s goals and culture. The school-based restorative team that meets monthly is
comprised of members across disciplines and its charged is to be learners and champions
of restorative work in schools. This school-based team is open to all staff. The
Professional Learning Community is comprised of three to four individuals, including an
administrator that meets monthly. This team is charged with the mission of learning and

92

developing a deep understanding of RP while continuing to inspire and motivate the
larger school based team in their building.
The implementation documents implied that RP participation is a voluntary
process. The documents suggested that learning and developing RP is a unique journey
for all who choose to explore, learn and participate. Although the district’s vision and
mission for RP was established, each individual /school was charged with developing
goals that would bring them close on a personal and professional level to achieving the
vision and mission of RP. Because every school and person has different strengths and
weakness, the road for growth and success most likely is different for each. Every school
and individual is intended to travel a unique path to become restorative (Kiddle & Alfred,
2011). The goals is to build on what is already restorative (Hokins, 2002) while
scaffolding the learning to increase growth (Macready, 2009). The district’s PD
documentation structure reflected the opportunity for on-site individual coaching support
for individual personalized development. Guidance and support was also made available
for school based teams’ goals development and a professional learning community for
each participating school was convened to acquire a deeper understanding of RP. All of
this support was provided on the condition that the participants would volunteer to be
collaborative partners in the growth to be restorative. The professional documentation
implied that RP is a process not a destination, a compass not a map. The PD documents
appeared to be mostly symbolic, highlighting the mission and the vision. The PD
documents did not outline any specificity for schools.
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Chapter Summary
The study’s purpose was to explore how professional development influences
school staff’s perception of RP. The researcher sought to examine staff’s perceived
perceptions of the effectiveness of RP implementation and intervention strategies
employed in K-12 school setting. Four focus groups were conducted at four school sites
representing four different schools and grade level configurations. The focus groups
included Pre-K-2, Pre-K-6, Pre-K-8, and Grade 9-12 configurations. Twenty-five school
staff participated in this study reflecting a diverse collection of job titles.
In analyzing the research participants’ interview responses that aligned with
research question 1, four major themes and subthemes emerged. Through these themes,
the participants described RP as means to building relationships, hearing all voices,
providing an alternative and developing common understanding. The first theme,
building relationships, is a more proactive approach to RP and subtheme empathy was
identified as important to relationship building by essentially encouraging the behavior of
seeing beyond one’s self. The second theme, hearing all voices, is a reactive approach to
RP and the subtheme equity emerged stressing the importance of fairness and respecting
differences. Building relationships and hearing all voices laid the foundation for the third
theme, providing an alternative. Providing an alternative is described as avoiding and
responding to conflict or harm. Utilizing restorative language was the subtheme of
providing alternatives. The participants’ responses suggested that restorative language is
foundational to building and repairing relationships and community. The final theme that
emerged was developing a common understanding. This theme implied that RP is
misunderstood. The participants shared the need to have a clear understanding /common
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language and system to build a restorative community. Building community emerged as
the last subtheme. The participants’ responses suggested developing a common
understanding is an essential element when building a community.
In analyzing, the research participants’ interview responses that aligned with
research question 2, three major themes and subthemes emerged. Through these themes
and subthemes, the participants described the challenges of staff participation /buy-in, the
lack of time and the lack of consistency. The first major theme corresponding to research
question 2 reflected the research participants’ frustration with the lack of staff buy in and
participation in regard to RP and professional development. The lack of staff buy-in was
in contrast to the subtheme, student buy-in. Once exposed, the participants described
student buy-in as lasting and strong. The second major theme was the lack of time for
instruction, professional development and social emotional learning. The subtheme,
mindset change, suggested that RP be integrated in everything that is done in daily
professional practice as well as private life. This mindset change is in contrast to
compartmentalization of ones’ professional practice and private life. For the third major
theme, participants’ responses suggested need for consistency to ensure successful
implementation. The participants suggested that RP lacks consistency in their school
implementation. Restorative practice looks different from grade to grade and school
level. The participants felt that they needed to trust that all grade levels are consistently
utilizing the principles of RP. Trust was the third subtheme. The participants’ responses
revealed that trust is a key ingredient for successful implementation of RP.
The information gathered from RP training documents appeared to be in
alignment with the research participants’ description of the process and protocol.
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However, research participants’ responses indicated that there were disconnections in
their understanding of RP and the implementation process. The research participants’
responses indicated frustration with a process that is inevitable, given the meaning of RP.
RP is a process not a destination; a compass not a map which means the implementation
will vary.
Chapter 5 discusses and interprets the findings from Chapter 4. The data from
Chapter 4 are used in conjunction with the current literature from the field to
highlight/illuminate the findings. Chapter 5 concludes with recommendations for
application in the field and further research.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Introduction
School discipline policies have led to larger numbers of youths being “pushed
out,” suspended or expelled, with no evidence of positive impact on school safety (Losen,
2014). High out of school suspension rates and the quest for safer, more equitable and
supportive schools, has been the impetus for utilizing restorative practice (RP) in schools.
Although proponents rave about RP’s potential to improve student engagement, academic
research supporting their claims of effectiveness are scant. Additionally, there is no
consensus in the literature on a definition of RJ in schools (Sellman, Cremin, &
McCluskey, 2014).
The purpose of this study was to examine how professional development
influences school staff’s perceptions of restorative practices (RPs) and to identify the
prevalent restorative practices utilized in schools. The results address the study’s two
research questions, which are as follows:
1. What is the purpose of RP in schools?
2. What changes, if any, have occurred in schools and classrooms where teams are
participating in RP professional development?
In posing these questions, the researcher sought to examine the staff’s perceptions
of the effectiveness of RP implementation and intervention strategies employed in K-12
school settings.
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Chapter 5 starts with a discussion and interpretation of the findings. Next, the
limitations of the study will be shared. This is followed by recommendations and
application to the field. The chapter will end with a summary/conclusion of the study.
Implications of the Findings
Four major finding emerged from the research. The first finding was a need for a
deeper understanding of RP. Effective implementation is impacted by a lack in meaning
and understanding of the implementation process. The second finding was the need to
understand the variation in implementation. The implementation of RP in this study was
a volunteer endeavor. Buy-in requires a vision of purpose to create a more meaningful
and cohesive implementation process. The third finding was that RP promotes student
engagement and initiative. RP implementation results in students taking leadership in
building relationships and solving conflicts. The fourth finding was that the full
involvement of school-level leadership makes a difference. Leadership confirms the
vision and the goal that guide purpose and creates buy in for implementation. The
findings of this study add to a small but growing body of knowledge that seeks to
understand and explore the significance of RP in schools.
Finding 1: A deeper understanding of restorative practice is needed. The
research participants’ responses confirmed a need for a deeper understanding of RP, the
implementation process, the structure, the purpose and benefit of it in schools. One
purpose of the study was to explore whether RP was viewed in an accurate light. The
study, in part, examined if RP was understood comprehensively or viewed simply as a
behavior management strategy. When reviewing the data from all focus groups, the
researcher found that participants perceived building and repairing relationships and
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community as the purpose of RP and utilizing restorative circles, and restorative language
as an alternative means to correct unwanted behavior as evidence of implementation.
The research participants’ responses overwhelming indicated that relationships
and community building were what they perceived to be the meaning and purpose of RP.
However, the research participants’ responses also implied that they had a narrow and
limiting view of RP and its potential benefits. Two participants from separate focus groups
briefly mentioned reduction in suspensions. One participant mentioned improving
attendance and improving academic achievement. The low level of responses on the
academic, attendance, and suspension benefits could be an indicator that a deeper level of
understanding of the benefits of RP is needed in schools. The participants’ failure to
acknowledge the benefits could also imply that they just neglected to share benefits, did not
believe in the benefits, or they are unaware of any research supporting the merits of these
benefits.
Improving academic achievement, improving attendance, and reducing
suspension are primary goals of the Waterville School District however; these goals were
not strongly associated with RP by the research participants. In fact, based on research
participants’ responses during the focus groups, one might conclude that participants felt
torn between focusing on the main priority of the school and district, which is academic
growth through instruction, or RP. Based on the research participants’ responses, academic
growth and social emotional growth were viewed as a dichotomy. Given this view of
academic and social emotional growth, time becomes a factor in supporting students’
growth, both academically and social emotionally. Time, however, has become increasingly
scarce in schools. With ever-expanding curriculum, and NYS assessment pressures, teachers
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and staff are finding it hard to fit everything into one school day. The research participants
in the Pre-K -6, Pre-K-8 and 9-12 schools shared the concern of having to make choices
between academic instruction and social emotional support. The tension between
instructional time and RP appeared to tighten for teachers who taught subjects such as
physical education, art, music, and library. As it was explained, the special subjects teachers
felt that the time spent in the class solving problem with RP would leave very little time for
teaching. They felt that they had a dilemma of spending 15 to 20 minutes solving problems
with RP and five to ten minutes teaching given a thirty to forty minutes class period. Given
the dilemma participants shared that they elected to forgo the full implementation RP. The
participants’ responses implied that they viewed RP as an add on program. The participants’
responses could lead one to describe RP as a reactionary program that utilized circles and
conferences as opposed to a mindset shift that proactively and subtlety integrated RP
language statements in all aspects of the classroom interaction, including instructional
delivery. A mindset shift was mentioned by several of the research participants, they
admitted that RP has impacted their personal as well as their professional interactions. This
mindset shift however, was not widespread based on the participants’ view that academics
and social/emotional development are mutually exclusive.
The proponents of RP assert that RP helps to create a safe, supportive and
engaging learning environment (Weisburd et al., 2014). Improving school climate, building
and repairing relationships has been espoused as the primary goal of RP (Drewery, 2014).
The focus group teams’ responses suggested that they shared the understanding that RP is
about building relationship and community. Building relationships and community could be
equated to creating a safe, supportive, and engaging learning environment. RP has been
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praised by some for its potential to improve school climate, student behavior, and
relationships between students and adults (Ashley & Burke, 2009). This has led some
schools to implement a diverse assortment of formal and informal RP (Fronius et al., 2016).
However, full implementation measures are not clearly defined, which means RP may be
implemented differently in different schools (Sellman et al., 2014). This uncertainty of
meaning and philosophical thought can lead to RP being adopted as an add on program to
the existing exclusionary disciplinary practices in schools.
A study conducted by Lustick (2017) supported how lack of clarity could lead to
RP being adopted as an add on program. Lustick’s study found the school staff and
principal were still invested in the traditional discipline beliefs and structures that promote
punishment even though they profess to be a restorative school. Lustick (2017) concluded
that the staff still felt that exclusionary disciplinary practices and monitoring were
necessary to keep the schools safe. Lustick’s study also suggested the staff and the
principal did not fully understand the relational and restorative principles of RP. The staff
and principal saw RP as a means to manage and control their students’ behaviors as result
RP was being implemented with a focus on rules, blame and punishment.
In the article by Vaandering (2013), the social discipline window (SDW) has been
described as a means to manage and control students’ behavior. Vaandering (2013)
suggested that utilization of SDW is problematic and promotes practice that counters the
philosophical principles of RJ. The SDW may be contributing to inconsistent and
ineffective implementation of RJ because of its failure to nurture the relational school
cultures. Vaandering (2013) explained that SDW frames justice as “right order” which
results in schools adopting the criminal justice paradigm to managing and controlling
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students conduct. In the “right order” frame, there is an emphasis on identifying the right
and the wrong of individual behavior and control becomes the focus. When justice is
framed as “inherent right” where the well-being of all is emphasized and encouraged, then
the relationship and engagement become the focus of schools (Vaandering, 2011). The
SDW highlights power differences between individuals by reflecting the relationship of the
adults in the role of authority and the youth who are seen as offenders; the role of the
victim is not included (Vaandering, 2013). SDW highlights adults in the role of authority
and youth who cause harm, which emphasizes the role of offender, which is not inclusive
of the victim. SDW reflects a message that says RJ is about changing the behavior of those
who have caused harm, however the victim of the harm and other effective individuals are
not represented in the SDW (Vaandering, 2013).
In contrast to the social discipline window (SDW), a relationship window (RW)
was touted as a framework that is more in alignment with Zehr theory of restorative
justice (Vaandering, 2013). Restorative justice theory identifies two lenses for viewing
crime: a retributive lens, or a restorative lens. Looking through a retributive lens, crime is
seen as offense against the state laws, rules. Looking through a RJ lens, crime is viewed
as an offense against people and relationships (Johnstone & Van Ness, 2007).
A study conducted by Vaandering (2014) suggested how educators’ interactions
with students reveals the educators’ mindset in one of two ways. The educators can view
RP as behavior management program or as engaged and productive pedagogies.
Vaandering (2013) suggested that managing behavior is more in alignment with SDW
with a focus on authority, control and compliance. Engaged and productive pedagogies
are more in alignment with RW with a focus on connectedness and relationships
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(Vaandering, 2014). Engaged pedagogy is recognized by how the teacher approach can
enhance or diminish the student motivation and wellbeing (Vaandering, 2014).
Productive pedagogies describe how effective teaching comes from intellectual quality,
connectedness, supportive environment and valuing and working with differences
(Vaandering, 2014).
If educators’ focus is on behavior management then control becomes the priority
for schools and punishment becomes the strategy for interacting with students to achieve
this priority. Focusing on punishment has the potential to alienate and stigmatize students
(Braithwaite, 1989). If the educator chooses to interact with engaged and productive
pedagogies then teaching and learning becomes the priority and restorative RP is the
philosophy for interacting with students with a focus on relationships (Vaandering, 2013).
Utilizing RP increases the opportunity for building relationships. Building relationships and
community appears to be the central theme of RP. Both SWD and RW have proponents
despite what appears to reflect contrasting interpretations of RJ. This contrasting
interpretation provides evidence of the lack of consensus on what constitutes RP and the
implementation process in schools (Morrison & Vaandering, 2012). The need for deeper
understanding and the lack of clarity contributes to a challenge of variation in
implementation of RJ.
Finding 2: Understanding variations in implementation. Although some
participants mentioned some changes in the school or classrooms, the changes that were
mentioned were sporadically spread throughout the schools and within the school
community. Subsequently, the research participants spoke mostly of the implementation
challenges that they encountered. When comparing what RP looks like within and
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between schools, some variations were observed in the data collected. Variation could
exist because of the school policy, training, structures and the individuals’ interpretation
of RP. The implementation of RP could be located on the continuum between the focus
on punitive/ controlling managerial structure of school to that emphasis on the building
and repairing relationships (Hopkins 2004). Two reasons for the variation were identified
based on the research participants’ responses.
Frist, the variation in implementation indicated a lack of clarity in the
implementation process and a lack of defined school goals or visions relating to RP.
(Fronius et al., 2016). RP literature states there are multiple reasons and ways to
implement RP. RP can be implemented to reduce high suspension rates, to improve
school safety, to improve attendance, to repair relationships or improve academic
achievement. Regarding implementation, RP has been incorporated school-wide or as an
addition to existing programs. Additionally, variation could exist based on how RP is
framed. RP framing can be described in the context of control and compliance with the
aim of managing student behavior, or in a relational context with aim of engaging and
influencing students through relationships (Vaandering, 2013). Depending on the frame
utilized, the vision and goals will be different and will ultimately impact implementation
strategies and outcomes.
Most of the focus groups teams revealed concerns with consistency in
implementation. However, their responses indicated that they did not have a shared vision
and goals for implementation. With this in mind, inconsistency in implementation would
be the logical result. The participants in the Pre-K-2 school focus group team was the
least concerned with issue of consistency and presented a more unified vision of their RP
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implementation, which included teaching and learning RP to create an inclusive
environment for all. The Pre-K-2 school focus group team was the only team with a
principal involved in the interview.
Second, the research participants’ responses indicated that grade level
configuration of schools could impact the implementation process. The different
structural set up of the various schools impacted the ability to have consistent
implementation. The “lack of consistency” was referenced more by teachers and staff
working with students in Grades 7 and 8 and 10 and 12 where a departmentalized
structure was utilized. Participants in the high school focus group shared evidence of
structural challenges at 10-12 grade level. On the other hand, in the ninth grade academy,
students worked with a few teachers who collaborated closely in the delivery of RP and
instruction. The ninth grade academy structure was essentially a small school community.
This configuration provided more support and structure and consistency for students.
However, in Grades 10 through 12, which is a larger school community, the students had
multiple teachers who did not collaborate as much in the use of RP and instruction.
Hence, the opportunity for inconsistency existed and resulted.
Based on the research participants’ responses, departmentalization at the high
school and middle school level causes breaks in the holistic approach to RP’s
implementation process. Departmentalization without regular communication and
collaboration easily results in mixed messages and misunderstandings for students,
teachers, and staff. No empirical research however was found that demonstrated the
differences in grade/school level impact on RP implementation. However, a study
conducted by Arcia (2007) did show that grade and school configuration does impact the
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rate of disciplinary actions. The major finding in her study was that sixth- and seventhgrade students in middle schools, regardless of associated factors, had a substantially
higher percentage of suspensions than sixth and seventh graders in elementary/K-8
schools. Exclusionary discipline is in direct contrast to RP. The forces in play that
contribute to the differences in grade level disciplinary action may also be at play when
implementing RP at different grade/school level configurations. More research is needed
in this area.
Overall, participants’ responses suggested that successful implementation of RP
needs a holistic or school-wide application with a clear unifying vision of RP that is
integrated into instructional priorities and that considers school/ grade level
configurations and school community size. Furthermore, the literature indicates that RP is
most effective when it is integrated into the school’s overall philosophy (Ashley &
Burke, 2009) and embedded within the school overall cultural climate (González, 2012).
It is important that everyone in the school community operate in alignment with school
goals and vision. However, the literature also notes that RP implementation is voluntary
(Cameron & Thorsborne, 1999) and should be a process that starts with identifying
restorative practices that might already be in use (Hopkins 2002).
In addition, RP implementation should receive ongoing support over time
(Macready, 2009). This leads to the notion that declare RP to be a process/ journey not a
destination; a compass, not a map.
Finding 3: RP promotes student engagement and initiative. Participants’
responses indicated some positive changes in students whose teachers participated in the
RP professional development. Participants implied that RP gives students an alternative,
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language, voice to express their emotions, which lead to students demonstrating increase
engagement and advocacy in their class and school community. The research participants
shared that initially RP activities were teacher led but over time, students took initiative.
Student capacity to engage and lead RP was not limited by age. In fact, students
in the Pre-K -2 school were taught to use pictures to identify emotions and feelings.
Students in the Pre-K-6 & 8 schools utilized restorative mats to guide their interactions.
Students in the 9-12 high school planned and facilitated a professional development PD
for teachers and staff.
The research participants’ responses indicated that students become more engaged
when they are given the freedom and opportunity to collaborate with support in solving
problems or conflicts. Participants were amazed at their students’ level of engagement
with RP. Some examples that were given included the following: students becoming
vocal in expressing their frustration when working with adults who are not restorative.
Students reminded teachers to utilize the restorative circles. Students volunteered to lead
circles and using the RP problem solving mat without prompting.
The research participants indicated that students became engaged leaders in their
schools as a result of the freedom they were given to collaboratively solve problems and
concerns. Schools have been set up with traditional systems and structures that are
hierarchal, authoritarian and value obedience and conformity. Historically, the goals of
public schools have been to develop habits of conformity, and control (Green, 1990).
Harber and Sakade (2009) found the structure of control and compliance to be deeply
embedded in school culture despite the efforts over time to change the culture of school
to embrace critical thinking and consciousness. RJ however, provides an opposite
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framework than what has been traditionally practiced in schools. Instead of control and
conformity, RP principles and practices when applied to schools can be described in the
realm of engaged and productive pedagogies. Engaged pedagogy recognizes how the
teacher’s approach can enhance or diminish student motivation and wellbeing
(Vaandering 2014). Productive pedagogies describe how effective teaching comes from
intellectual quality, connectedness, supportive environment and valuing and working
with differences (Vaandering 2014).
The themes and subthemes that emerged in the focus groups interviews appear to
be in alignment with engaged and productive pedagogies. “Hearing all voices” and
creating an environment that encourages equity is certainly a philosophy that engages.
“Building relationships” requires a supportive inclusive environment that respects and
values difference and similarities. All of these values set the stage for a focus on high
quality teaching and learning as opposed to managing, controlling, conforming, and
punishing.
Finding 4: Leadership involvement at highest level makes a difference.
Leadership involvement impacts professional development engagement and overall buyin. The presence of school leaders in an RP initiative creates the opportunity for clarity
and coherence in aligning school priorities. Three school administrators participated in
this study, two assistant principals and one principal. There was an administrator on all
but one focus group team. The responses of the focus group team without an
administrator reflected a lack of confidence and hope in RP potential. Comments such as
“No I don’t see it working” (B182-183) and “how long will this last?” (B239- 244) were
shared. On the other hand, the focus group that included the principal was most hopeful
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in RP potential. Comments were shared such as “I’ve been happy to discover how
restorative our current school practices already are” (D48-54) and “I have been happy to
use the restorative phrases with the families” ( D55-61).
All but one focus group team suggested that “staff buy–in” was difficult to
achieve. One focus group team with principal involvement did not mention buy-in as a
concern. The team with the involved principal had a unified vision and action plan for RP
implementation indicating that they had not only achieved a common language but their
implementation action plan refection a common understanding of RP. The other three
focus groups lacked clarity and coherence. In the other three focus groups, there
appeared to be a failure of leadership to create the common understanding. The failure of
leadership resulted in the misalignment of the school priorities during the implementation
of RP. This failure resulted in the research participants’ challenges to sustain and lead
implementation of RP across grade levels in their schools. The research participants were
able to describe and define RP using common language. However, their expressed
struggles with choosing between addressing the instructional or social emotional needs of
students, and their concerns about lack of time and consistency indicated an absence of
common understanding. The lack of clarity of purpose and coherence was not only
impactful in the implementation and commitment of individual teachers and staff in their
classrooms, but was also evident in the level of commitment to professional development.
Engagement in professional development is also tied to the involvement of
leadership. Research participants expressed their frustration and resignation with the lack
of time given for school based professional development. Restorative practice PD was
described as impeding on instructional priorities tied to New York State assessment/
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accountability. Additionally, teachers and staff described having other obligations that
took precedence over the RP professional development.
School leaders need to create a clear vision for RP, and a clear purpose for
implementation and supports (Kiddle & Alfred, 2011). A clear vision based on the
established reason for implementation can be used to gain buy-in and commitment from
the school community. Achieving buy-in opens the opportunity for a collaborative
process to identify effective restorative practices, establish short-term, medium and long
term goals resulting in more engagement in PD. Cameron & Thorsborne (1999)
recommended the most effective way to implement RP is a top-down, and bottom-up
reform process which means bringing together committed leaders and grassroots
supporters. McCuskey et al. (2008) postulated that the central challenge impeding RJ
implementation in schools is the traditional systems and structures that is hierarchal,
authoritarian and values obedience and conformity. In this hierarchy of control, and
compliance, leadership needs to create the structure and the opportunity for collaboration
and freedom.
Three of the four focus groups had an administrator participating on their team.
One school team included a principal and the other two school teams included an
assistant principal. The school with the principal was the least frustrated with
implementation process, professional development opportunities, buy-in of staff, and
consistency. With principal leadership, a school wide vision was created that included RP
goals. The principal created a scheduling structure that supported time and opportunity
for PD. This focus group team consistently had good attendance at the district monthly
professional develop session. Conversely, for the school without an administrator on the

110

team, the staff expressed the most frustration with implementation process, the struggle to
create buy-in, and the time and opportunity to participate in professional development.
Limitations of the Study
Participants in this study volunteered for the RP initiative in their respective
schools and thus this study may not have fully captured the perception of RP
implementation and impact from a school district wide perspective. The sample may not
be able to be generalized since the participants were individuals who were motivated to
learn more about RP.
Recommendations for Future Research
The majority of the research that explores RP’s impact in schools is focused on
reducing the number of expulsions, suspensions, and referrals to the office (Morrison
2007: Porter 2007). These studies reinforced the view that RP is just a behavior
management strategy. More research is needed to determine the impact that RP has on
academic achievement and overall school culture.
This study explored the perceptions of teachers and staff at four different school
levels. Although some variations were noticed between schools, this was not the focus of
the study. For the most part, all of the participants’ data were collected and analyzed
with a focus on RJ implementation, not the type of school and the implementation.
Additional research is needed to determine the specific needs and challenges when
implementing RJ at different school levels.
This study focused on the perception of adult experiences with RJ implementation
successes and challenges. Although the adults described the observable students’
experience, there is an opportunity to get a richer picture from the students. A study

111

exploring the students’ experiences and perceptions of RJ implementation is something
that needed to acquire a more comprehensive assessment and analysis of challenges and
successes during implementation process.
In this study, all of the schools appeared to be in various stages of
implementation. How implementation is measured and what is considered successful
implementation was not defined. A study to identify a measure of what is considered to
be successful implementation is needed.
Recommendations for Practice
The district also needs to dismantle the traditional school systemic, structural and
policies modeled after the criminal justice system that focus on managing control,
conforming, and punishing. New systemic structures and polices need to be designed to
encourage and support practices and expectations that move the district from a focus on
managing, controlling, and punishing for some to a focus on teaching and learning for all.
The lack of consensus regarding RP meaning and implementation processes calls
for developing a clearer understanding. To develop this clear understanding, school
districts need to make a commitment to ongoing PD that focuses on supporting the
unique learning needs of individuals and the school community as it relates to RP.
Currently restorative practice is driven by personal commitment of individual
staff members. The professional development and participation in practice is a voluntary
endeavor. It is important that building principals, with the support of school district, take
the steps necessary to dismantle the traditional school structure systems and policies that
focus on to managing, control conforming, and punishing. School leaders must become
the catalysts for change (Copland, 2003). Leaders must be willing create systems and
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structures that encourage more staff to shift to a restorative mind set. Leaders should be
making a shift from the ability to describe and define RP using common language to
taking action that demonstrates a common understanding. Leaders must be willing to
model the way (Kouzes & Posner, 2012). They must be present at PDs to assist in
developing that common understanding, which in turn would improve the RP
implementation process.
Successful implementation will require leaders to be invested in RJ and be
committed to attending specific training to gain the knowledge needed to prepare them to
guide the implementation process. Leadership is needed to assist in developing specific
understanding of the meaning of RP and creation of a policy vision that is implemented,
shared, and discussed across the school on a regular basis. Leadership at the school and
the district level should allocate time and structures to support the opportunity for
inclusion of all stakeholders, from parents to teachers to community members and
students, so that RP becomes the norm within the school and district culture - not the
alternative.
Summary and Conclusion
Traditionally, in the criminal justice system, the goal is to achieve justice through
a method of punishment and retribution with little input from those harmed or affected by
the crime (Christie, 1977). This response has resulted in what appears to be an everincreasing prison population in the US. In fact, the US leads the world in the number of
individuals who are incarcerated (Enns, 2014). Incarceration disproportionately affects
minorities and people with less means (Gregory et al., 2010). Incarceration may punish
behavior; however, it may not change negative behavior. In fact, negative behavior may
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increase as the offender becomes alienated and struggles to be reintegrated into society
(Gromet & Darley, 2009). Additionally, when an offender is defined by others, this may
result in anger, frustration, resulting in a loss, and respect for social bonds (Pruitt & Kim,
2004). Being stigmatized and loss of social bond increases the likelihood of recidivism
(Pruitt & Kim, 2004). The recidivism rate for prisoners is high according to a Bureau of
Justice Statistics study. The study showed five in six, or 83% of prisoners released across
30 states during a 9 year follow up period, were arrested at least once. (Alper, Durose &
Markman 2018).
Some researchers have postulated that schools have a disciplinary structure that is
modeled after the criminal justice system, creating a “school-to-prison-pipeline” (KangBrown, Trone, Fratello, & Daftary-Kapur, 2013). This school to prison pipeline is fueled
by a zero-tolerance policy (ZTP) law that was adopted in schools when Congress passed
the Gun-free Schools Act in 1994 (Cerrone, 1999). This law was enacted in response to
school shootings and the growing perceptions that schools were becoming unsafe (Mayer
& Furlong 2010). Although the law was passed to combat drug and weapon possession in
schools, it soon was utilized in 94% of U.S. schools (Skiba et al., 2011) in response to
minor offenses (Cerrone, 1999). Schools’ use of ZTP practice of punitive retribution to
manage and control students’ behavior is similar to criminal justice system strategies for
preventing and managing crime. Just like the criminal justice system, data shows the use
of punitive and vengeful responses to harm or wrong doing have resulted in an increase
in suspensions, a decrease in student engagement, low academic performance, an increase
in behavioral challenges, and an increase in dropout rates (American Academy of
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Pediatrics [AAP], 2013). In addition, there is a disproportionate impact on Blacks,
Hispanics, Native Americans and students with disabilities (Gregory et al. 2010).
The shortcomings of punitive and vengeful responses to crime, harm and
wrongdoing in the criminal justice and in the school systems have led to RJ being touted
as an alternative for schools. The introduction of RP in schools can be traced to the
implementation of the family group conference (FGC) in New Zealand in 1989. Since
then, many schools district across the US have chosen or considered RJ as an alternative
to ZTP and exclusionary discipline (Guckenburg et al., 2015).
Unlike the traditional criminal justice punitive response to crime or wrongdoing,
RJ response to crime, harm or wrong doing is to create bridges, to bring all parties
together to repair the harm and increase the likelihood for healing (Ryan & Ruddy, 2015).
The core principles of RJ are to repair harm and build relationships within the community
(Ryan & Ruddy, 2015). The ideas and principles of RJ have roots in the traditions and
cultures of ancient indigenous people around the world (Mirsky, 2004).
In recent history in 1990, Howard Zehr was one of the first researchers to propose
a theory of RJ (Van Ness & Heetderks, 2010). Zehr suggested an alternative lens for
viewing and thinking about crime and justice (Dorne, 2007). Zehr suggested that crime
and justice could be viewed through a “retributive lens” or “restorative lens” (Zehr, 1990,
p. 271). Looking through the retributive lens, crime is viewed as an offense against the
state (Johnstone & Van Ness, 2007); crime is understood relative to the states’ laws
rather than victim’s experiences; it is the state rather than the victim(s) that holds the
wrongdoer accountable. RJ lens on the other hand viewed crime and wrongdoing as an
offense against people and relationships (Johnstone & Van Ness, 2007).
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Braithwaite’s (1989) reintergrative shame theory is aligned with the Zehr theory
of RJ in that it supports the opportunity for an offender to repair relationships, avoid
being labeled and ostracized from the group or the community.
Although Zehr and Braithwaite provide strong theories that support the concept of
RJ, there is a scarcity of empirical research on the effectiveness of RP and
implementation protocol in schools in the United States (Fronius et al., 2016). Many of
the studies that are available for review are descriptive or utilize a pre-post design
(Weisburd et al., 2014). These descriptive reports summarize observations, and students’,
adults’ and community members’ testimonials, instead of utilizing a formal evaluative
design (Fronius et al., 2016).
More information regarding the effectiveness of RP in school would be of great
benefit to school leaders, teachers, and the overall community as they grapple with the
challenge of creating a safe, supportive and inclusive classroom and school
environments. School leaders and teachers seek to create a school environment that is
equitable, engaging, resulting in behavioral and academic achievement. Overall research
depicting the effectiveness of RP would be of benefit to the whole community in that it
has the potential to disrupt implicit basis, suspension disparity, dropout rates, the school
to prison pipeline, and high incarceration rate. These associations all result in high
financial cost and loss of human resources for the community (Rumberger & Losen,
2016).
Suspension disparity, implicit bias, institutional and structural factors as potential
causes of the disproportionality in school discipline were all explored in the first half of
the literature review. The first half of the literature review laid the foundation for defining
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and describing the significance for the need for RP as an alternative approach to school
discipline. The topics of school safety, authoritative school climate, teacher and students’
experience, restorative circle and restorative mindset were covered in the second half of
the literature review. The literature review adds more evidence to supporting scarcity of
empirical studies conducted in the US regarding the effectiveness of RP in schools. The
literature review uncovered several studies where, although RP was a topic, the focus of
the studies varied.
A qualitative phenomenology approach was employed to get a better
understanding and perception of the experiences of participants in the professional
development initiative related to RP. The study examined participants’ descriptions and
understandings of professional development related to RP and its effectiveness in the
PreK-12 school setting.
This study was conducted in a large urban school district, Waterville City School
District (WCSD), in upstate New York. Waterville is a pseudonym for the actual school
district. For this study, focus groups were conducted with four teams consisting of
teachers, administrators, social workers, school psychologists, and other support staff.
The focus groups consisted of 5 to 9 participants from the four school level
configurations of Grades Pre-K -2, Pre-K-6, Pre-K-8, and Grades 9-12.
In analyzing the research, participants’ interview responses that aligned with
research question 1 “What is the purpose of RP in school?” four major themes and
subthemes emerged. Through these themes, the participants described RP as a means to
building relationships, hearing all voices, providing an alternative and developing
common understanding.
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In analyzing, the research participants’ interview responses that aligned with
research question 2, “What changes, if any, have occurred in schools and classrooms
where teams are participating in RP professional development?” three major themes and
subthemes emerged. Through these themes and subthemes, the participants described the
challenges of staff participation /buy-in, the lack of time and the lack of consistency. In
addition to the themes and subthemes, the information gathered from the documentation
reviewed appeared to be in alignment with the research participants’ description of the
process and protocol of their professional development experiences. However, research
participant’s responses indicated that there are disconnections in their understanding of
RP and the implementation process.
Recommendations
In conclusion, four interrelated finding were uncovered as result of this study. The
four findings are as follows: (a) a deeper understanding of restorative practice is needed;
(b) understanding variations in implementation, (c) RP promotes student engagement and
initiative; and (d) leadership involvement makes a difference.
In responding to the first research question “What is the purpose of RP in
schools?” the research participants’ responses suggested that the goals of RP are not in
alignment with the primary goals, vision, and structure of their schools. The primary goal
of schools is promoting academic achievement. The school goals are set and reinforced
by pressure to cover the curriculum over a short period of time, driven by culture of high
stakes testing and other mandated priorities.
The misalignment of school goals and purpose during RP implementation
contributes to a lack of common understanding, which then causes perceived

118

implementation challenges. Although there was some acknowledgement of success, these
were pockets of success within and between schools that highlighted students buy-in and
initiative. The success, however, was mired in the frustrations of what appeared to be the
absence of leadership, competing priorities, voluntary professional development, staff
buy-in challenges, inconsistent implementation and school grade level configuration. All
of the challenges mentioned are interrelated. The research participants used common
language in defining RP, but they appeared to lack a common understanding of RP when
describing RP implementation and application in their respective schools.
The findings provided the basis for several recommendations. RP requires the
support and participation of leadership at the highest possible level. Staff need to be
reassured that academic and social emotional growth are equally important school goals.
Leadership reassurance is demonstrated through the commitment of time and resources
for professional development. Overall, the findings of this study suggest that a clearer
understanding of RP is needed. Even though the research participant described RP as
primarily a means of building and repairing relationships, there were frustrations and
concerns that indicated a lack of RJ knowledge in regard to purpose, and consensus on
how the implementation process should look in schools.
RP is a voluntary process that requires the commitment to thinking differently
about the purpose of schools. To fully appreciate and embrace the power of RP there
needs to be a paradigm shift, a shift that redefines the purpose of schools. Historically,
the purpose of schools was to develop conformity and compliance. This purpose was
achieved through managing and controlling students’ behaviors. Contemporary schools
may succumb to the pressure of state and district mandates becoming dehumanizing
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institutions that stress cognitive knowledge over the affective and that plays down the
importance of inter-personal skills and relationships (Harber & Sakade, 2009). This is in
contrast to the philosophical intent of RJ to build a safe community by develop a caring,
relationship-based culture that defines education as place of freedom and a location of
healing (Hooks, 2003). Morrison (2012) solidifies this in her discussion of RJ as a form
of social engagement rather than social control. Essentially, social engagement is in
alignment with notion of educating all within the school community and social control is
in alignment with rule following. Social engagement is built on the foundation of
inclusion and relationships. Social control is built on the foundation of punishment
exclusion.
In the present study, the research participants agreed that RP was intended to
facilitate relationship building and repair. Though research participants’ responses were
aligned with both Zehr’s theory (1990) and Vanndering’s (2014) relationship window
framework, frustrations relating to the implementation of RP were prominent in focus
groups. Evidence suggests that such frustration may be rooted in a lack of school or
district buy-in and individual mindset. Mindset change, described a focus on building
and repairing relationship as oppose to punishment and control. Although this change in
mindset is an individual and personal journey, it is important that systems and structures
within schools exist to support and promote change to facilitate RPs in order to best serve
the needs of all children. Leadership at every level needs to be involved in removing
schools from the mental and physical barriers created from the history of hierarchical
structure and systems. This hierarchical structure promoted control compliance, and
punishment resulting in disengagement for many. School leaders must create a structure
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to support the building and repairing of relationships to promote full engagement
resulting in high quality teaching and learning for all.
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Appendix A
E-mail to Participants in RP Professional Development
Dear _______________,
Thank you for your interest in participating in a research study focusing on the restorative
justice professional development and implementation process in the District. This study is
designed to gain a better understanding of RP professional development and
implementation in K-12 schools. The focus groups will be an opportunity for you to share
your experiences as a participant in the RP professional development and implementation
process in your school.
The focus group will take place on DATE TBD at START TIME TBD and will be held
at LOCATION TBD. The focus groups will last approximately 60 minutes. If you do
participate, you will be provided light refreshments and receive a small monetary gift
card as a token of appreciation for your time.
I have attached an “Informed Consent” document. To participate in the focus group, you
will need to read and sign this document. You can e-mail this form back to me.
If you are interested in participating in this study and/or have questions, please feel free
to contact me via cell phone (585-469-8158) or e-mail (cab06459@sjfc.edu). I appreciate
your consideration and look forward to the opportunity to meet with you in the future.
Sincerely,
Clinton Bell
Educational Doctoral Candidate, Executive Leadership
St. John Fisher College, Rochester, NY
clinton.bell@rcsdk12.or
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Appendix B
St. John Fisher College
INFORMED CONSENT FORM
Title of Study:

Restorative Practice in Schools

Name(s) of researcher: Clinton Bell (585-469-8158)
Faculty Supervisor:

Dr. Marie Cianca (mcianca@sjfc.edu)

Purpose of Study: The purpose of this study is to ascertain the perception of restorative
practice in schools. The study will seek to explore teams’ understanding of the purpose of
restorative practice, and the impact of the professional development initiative on their
respective schools.
Place of study: School site of each focus group
Length of participation: Three focus groups lasting no more than 60 minutes.
Risks and benefits: The expected risks and benefits of this study are explained below.
Minimal risk exists, as the probability of and magnitude of harm or discomfort anticipated
in the research are not greater in and of themselves than those ordinarily encountered in
daily life or during routine tests. Participants will be audio-recorded during interviews.
There are no additional anticipated emotional or physical risks associated with participating
in this study. Participation or nonparticipation in this research study will not impact
volunteers in any way. By participating in this study, participants will contribute to study
results, which will add to the current body of research on
Method for protecting confidentiality/privacy: All consent is voluntary. Pseudonyms
will be assigned to all participants. Participants name and identifying information will
remain confidential and will not appear in transcripts, analysis, or the final study. Written
transcripts will be stored in an office in a locked cabinet accessible only to the researcher
for a period of 3 years after the successful defense of the dissertation and then shredded.
When not in use, the audio and electronic files of the data, as well as interview
transcriptions, will be secured on a password protected hard drive in and office and will
be placed in the same cabinet with access only to the researcher for a period of 3 years
after the successful defense of the dissertation and then destroyed.
Your rights: As a research participant, you have the right to:
1. Have the purpose of the study, and the expected risks and benefits fully explained
to you before you choose to participate.
2. Withdraw from participation at any time without penalty.

138

3. Refuse to answer a particular question without penalty.
4. Be informed of appropriate alternative procedures or courses of treatment, if any,
that may be advantageous to you.
5. Be informed of the results of the study.
I have read the above, received a copy of this form, and I agree to participate in the
above-named study.
___________________________
Print Name (Participant)

__________________________
Signature

___________
Date

___________________________
Print Name (Investigator)

__________________________
Signature

___________
Date

If you have any further questions regarding this study, please contact the researcher
above. If you experience emotional or physical discomfort due to participation in this
study, please contact your health care provider or local crisis provider.
The Institutional Review Board (IRB) of St. John Fisher College has reviewed this
project. For any concerns regarding this study and/or if you experience any physical or
emotional discomfort, you can contact Jill Rathbun by phone at 585-385-8012 or by
email at irb@sjfc.ed
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Appendix C
Focus Group Interview Protocol
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this focus group. The purpose of this focus
group is to learn more about your experiences with the Restorative Practice Professional
Development initiative and implementation process in your schools.
Questions have been prepared that will be posed to the whole group as a way to stimulate
discussion. Follow-up questions may be posed to the entire group or a particular
individual during the discussion. Overall, the focus group should last approximately 60
minutes. As a reminder of the information in the Informed Consent form that you signed,
your responses will remain confidential. Your names will not be used and information
that could personally link you to the study will be omitted.
This session will be digitally recorded. The recording and notes related to this focus
group will be stored securely and then destroyed 3 years after this study has been
completed. It is important that this conversation be kept to the confines of the meeting
room and respect for colleagues be observed to ensure a healthy dialogue.
Are there any questions before we begin?
Focus Group Question
1. Let’s talk about the restorative practice (RP). What does restorative practice
mean to you?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

How do you describe justice in the context of restorative practice?
Who are the beneficiaries of RP in schools and in what ways are they benefiting?
Can you describe what RP looks like in your school?
When implementing RP what takes precedence over imposed outcomes?
How does RP work?

2. Let’s talk about the implementation process - its successes and challenges.
a. Describe what you have observed or experienced related to professional
development and the RP implementation in your school?
b. What were the expectations as a result of the RP professional development?
c. How prepared were you to implement RP in your school? What were your biggest
concerns?
d. What were some expected results of the RP implementation in your school?
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e. What were some unexpected results of RP implementation in your school?
3. What is the overarching learning from RP professional development (PD)?
a. How were you involved with the planning and delivery of the (PD)?
b. What were the expectations as a result of the RP professional development?
c. Describe how the professional development supports you in your understanding
of RP.
d. Can you describe the discipline philosophy or culture of your school before and
after your involvement in restorative practice PD?
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Appendix D
Alignment of Research Questions and Focus Group Questions
Research Questions

Focus Group Questions

1) Describe the purpose of restorative
practice in schools?

1) Let’s talk about restorative practice (RP).
What does restorative practice mean to you?
a. How do you describe justice in the context of
restorative?
b. Who are the beneficiaries of RP in schools and in
what ways are they benefiting?
d. Can you describe what RP looks like in your
school?
e. When implement RP what takes precedence over
imposed outcomes?
f. How does RP work?

2) What changes, if any, have
occurred in schools and classrooms
where teams are participating in RP
professional development?

2) Let’s talk about the implementation process its successes and challenges.
a. Describe what you have observed or experienced
related to professional development and the RP
implementation in in your school?
b. What were the expectations as a result of the RP
professional development?
c. How prepared were you to implement RP in your
school? What were your biggest concern(s)?
d. What were some expected results of the RP
implementation in your school?
e. What were some unexpected results of RP
implementation in your school?
3. What were the overarching learning from RP
professional development (PD)?
a. How were you involved with the planning and
delivery of the (PD)?
b. What were the expectations as a result of the RP
professional development?
c. Describe how the professional development
supports you in your understanding of RP.
d. Can you describe the discipline philosophy or
culture of your school before and after
your involvement in restorative practice PD?
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Appendix E
Field Notes Form
Date:
Time:
Participants:
Location:
Notes to Self

Observation
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